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1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
Death is a profoundly expressed theme that recurs on almost 
every page of the Sikh scripture, the Granth Sahib. Sikhs 
believe that the Granth Sahib is not only divinely revealed 
but, as Word, is the Divine Guru manifested on earth. The 
hymns by Guru Nanak (1469-1539) and his successors 
contain a wealth of spiritual, mystical and philosophical 
revelations on death, which is seen as the fundamental truth 
of life. In the 250 years spanning the lives of the ten Sikh 
Gurus, these revelations, divinely manifested and realized 
by the Divine’s grace alone, have changed the history, 
society, moral status and spiritual life of India. This book 
offers solace and information. In spite of knowing that 
bereavement comes to all, we are ill prepared when it comes 
to the actual, down-to-earth matter of disposing of the dead 
body and the performance of unfamiliar, barely understood 
rituals. It is usually not a job well done. 
Awpy krqw kry su hovY ]3] (411-14, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Whatever the Creator wills comes to pass. 

 
It is a task about which most people feel that they could 
have done a better job had they been less overwhelmed by 
the circumstances of the death. It is also universally felt that 
they had little knowledge about the death rites of their 
community or religion, that they would have liked to have 
had more information, as to how to conduct the funeral rites 
at home and at the cremation ground (shamshan bhoomi), 
yet nobody wants to take off time to put their minds to the 
unhappy business of death and funerals till they are forced 
to do so, as indeed they are sooner or later. 

 
For this reason, Chapters Two to Four have been written 
from a practical point of view, so that readers can be better 
prepared for the inevitable and can refer to this book to 
conduct a funeral satisfactorily. What usually happens is 
that nobody really knows what to do and all simply endure 
the horror of hurried decisions taken by the oldest people 
who just happened to be there to help with the funeral. 
Just as making a will is an act showing consideration for 
one’s family, leaving instructions for one’s own funeral, 
and that of one’s aged husband or wife, would show how 
considerate one is. It would show one had accepted the 
inevitable and would continue to give guidance even 
beyond death. 

The funeral rites can be stipulated in a will. In practice, it is 
the relatives who decide the details: agnostics and atheists are 
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given religiously charged send-offs and devout believers have 
funerals where the family goes through the motions without 
understanding the spiritual significance of the rituals, which 
would have meant so much to the deceased. 

 
It is a fact that funeral practices in India vary between 
families, religions and geographic regions, so more often 
than not, there is individual determining of how the dead are 
to be prepared for cremation, what prayers will be recited, 
and who outside the family should take important decisions 
when family members are unable to do so, as in the case of 
sudden death. If this is so, then why not take a keener 
interest in funerals and know that thought-out decisions will 
be taken when the time comes to cremate a family member. 

 
Detailed information is provided about the etiquette of a 
Sikh funeral, about what needs to be done when death 
occurs in hospital, for example, (usually the body is 
brought home for observance of death rituals), how the 
bier must be prepared for removal of the dead body to 
the cremation ground, and what prayers are recited on 
the occasion of the final journey to the crematorium. 

 
Although a common cremation ground (shamshan bhoomi or 
ghat) is used, Sikh rites differ from Hindu rites, being 
essentially simpler in ritual and oriented towards the 
recitation of certain obligatory prayers, like Guru Nanak’s 
Japji Sahib and Kirtan Sohila, before the pyre is lit. 
However, as this book attempts to show, in the end, because 
Sikhs cremate their dead where adherents of other religions 
also do so, and where all officiants belong to the so-called 
castes of dom and pandit, Hindu rituals prevail. 
The body cannot be cremated on any land. In Delhi there 
are eleven designated sites, each with its own character, 
arising from its decades-old location in a particular 
neighbourhood. Cremation must take place in the cremation 
ground or electric crematorium administered by the 
municipal corporation of the town. In rural areas, it is the 
area that has been set aside for this purpose by village 
forefathers and never shifted out of superstitious dread and 
notions of ritual uncleanliness. 

 
This book advises on what to expect from the functionaries 
at the official cremation site in one's town or city, what one 
is expected to do as a close family member, and how to 
conduct the rite of phul chukna (collecting the ashes from 
the cremation site for immersion in a sacred river or body 
of water). Practices vary among families and locations. 

 
 
 



6  

DECISION TO WRITE IN ENGLISH 
 

I write in English not in the hope of reaching a wider 
audience because this hope is misplaced for the printed 
word in India. More books have sunk into oblivion than 
have been read by more than a few. And as knowledge of 
the English language becomes widespread, even its 
reclaimed, digitized, electronically stored classics and 
masterpieces are all the more unread, as a consequence of 
the vast electronically-enabled entertainment and knowledge 
now overloading the minds of human beings. The success in 
the preservation of Indian manuscripts will go unrewarded 
by an increase in the number of people reading them, 
because of science, which is preserving them and millions of 
words besides. Merely because they have been written and 
merely because humans have the means to record everything 
ever written, does not mean words will remain the favored 
means of expression of meaning in the future. 
lyK AsMK AlyKu Apwru ]1] (412-14, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
There are infinite writings, the Infinite is unwritten. 

 
I have chosen to write in English because it is the language 
in which I express myself best, owing to the accidents of my 
Indian education throughout. I have made literal translations 
of the verses because I wish to be accurate above all else. To 
those who do not know Gurmukhi, and who will be unable 
to read the original as they read my translations, my English 
will appear stilted and archaic in parts. But those who first 
read the original and then my translation, in the hope of 
finding further elucidation, will know that I have tried to be 
true to the meaning of the holy words, style being a matter 
of secondary importance to me. 

 
I hope translations of my book into Punjabi and Hindi will 
increase the number of readers of the Granth Sahib which is 
central to Sikh religious life. How many more will read this 
book if translated, their number will be of little importance 
to me, bDy ibkwr ilKy bhu kwgr. The number of readers of my 
book will be of consequence to me if one, even one reader, is 
inspired to begin reading the Granth Sahib in the original 
Gurmukhi. 

 
And let it be recorded here, that I beg forgiveness from 
God and the Sikh sangat for my presumption in seeking to 
elucidate the meaning of lines I have chosen from the 
Granth Sahib. I was not up to the task or found myself 
worthy, but it was God’s will and the consequences of 
filling up sheaves of paper with my writings He will 
unfold in time. 
jy iqsu BwvY dy vifAweI jy BwvY dyie sjwie ]4] 



7  

(417-8, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
If it pleases Him, He bestows praise; if it pleases Him, punishment. 

 
Whatever their numbers, unless it leads readers to read in 
the original the book of all books, the greatest treasure of 
mankind (to the extent of its verses and the depth of their 
meaning), the Granth Sahib, it will all have been fruitless. 

 
THE ONE GOD 
 
I am aware that in using the word ‘God’ I am standing by its 
association with the divinity of the three monotheistic 
religions (collectively with the largest number of adherents 
in the world today) adding richness all around: God in 
Judaism, Islam and Christianity. 
 
Guru Nanak clearly states that there is only the One God, in 
a non- numeric sense. 
dUjw kauxu khw nhI koeI ] (223-3, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Who is second, when there is no other (only One)? 
sB mih eyku inrMjnu soeI ]1] rhwau ] (223-3, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
In all is the One who is Immaculate (Niranjana). 
dUjI durmiq AwKY doie ] (223-3, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
The divided, perverse intellect speaks of duality 
(between the sacred and the profane, for example, not 
Unity of Being). 
But from the mystical perspective, God is also Guru, the 
Holy Scripture, Shabad and Naam, and even community, 
the Panth, teaches Guru Nanak. Guru Arjun Dev, who 
compiled the Granth Sahib, says: 
I on my own would not know the words, I have spoken 
all as commanded: 
hau Awphu boil n jwxdw mY kihAw sBu hukmwau jIau ] 
(763- 6, sUhI, mhlw 5) 

My views are confined to the subject of death in the hymns 
of the Granth Sahib. These hymns were collected, 
authenticated and compiled in a handwritten volume 
(granth) called the Adi Granth (literally First Tome) in 
1603-4. The Tenth Guru, Guru Gobind Singh added the 
hymns of his martyred father, Guru Tegh Bahadur, and by 
divine mission brought the mystic succession of Ten Gurus 
to an end, imbuing the Guru Granth Sahib with the respect 
and authority of the living Guru of the Sikhs, for all times.  

isMimRiq swsqR byd sBY bhu Byd khYN hm eyk n jwnÎo ] 
sRI Aispwn ik®pw qumrI kir mY n khÎo sB qoih bKwnÎo ] 
The smritee, shastra, ved, all (scriptures) speak of many 
mysteries, I know not one, 
Sri Aspaan (Lord God, Wielder of the Sword), in His 
mercy has spoken all I have uttered, I have not spoken. 
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To write a book offering advice on how to observe the rites 
and rituals of antim sanskar (also known as uthala) would 
not appear to be a very unusual thing to do in any religion or 
community, but the fact that this book encompasses the full 
range from the etiquette of a funeral to its mystical import, 
is, I believe, peculiar to a Sikh. If I was not a Sikh I would 
not be writing a practical detail on the same page as a 
spiritual precept, noting the unbroken rule of covering your 
head in a gurdwara (Sikh place of worship) on the same page 
as the law of shahidi (courting death), offer your head 
without murmer. 
 
For those who are not of the Sikh faith but on a spiritual 
quest to find answers in personal reflections on the verses of 
the Granth Sahib, their task will not be easy. Punjabi is not 
the only language, although it is the predominant language of 
the Granth Sahib, which is written in several dialects, in the 
Gurumukhi script. The text of the Granth Sahib is, as is the 
text of the Koran for Muslims, above reason (is super-
natural). The mystical experience of it as living Guru (‘Guru 
manyo Granth’ Guru Gobind Singh ordained in 1704) is 
beyond explanation, proof or telling, yet I believe without 
knowing the language and reading the text of the Granth 
Sahib, no one can fully understand or realize its teachings in 
one’s life. 

 
The Guru Granth Sahib is uniquely one of the great religious 
texts of the world. The Sikhs (those who affirm their belief 
in the Ten Gurus and revere the Guru Granth Sahib as Holy 
Scripture) believe the Granth Sahib is Guru incarnate, and 
therefore, the devotion accorded to Guru Granth Sahib is 
unmatched in the annals of religion. Therefore, the body of 
Guru Granth Sahib may not be hermeneutically taken apart. 
One of the great lessons of authoring this book is that the 
research and study of the verses must proceed from first to 
last, and include examination of all 1430 Angs (pages), so 
great is the whole body of hymns, and so unique the message 
in each hymn. 
 
IN HIS NAME 
 
If religion can be defined as ‘humanity’s response to the 
divine’ (John H Hick), the Sikh religion can be defined by 
the response of its Ten Gurus to the revelation by the One 
God. The five Gurus who followed Guru Nanak, and whose 
verses are contained in the Granth Sahib (Guru Angad, Guru 
Amar Das, Guru Ram Das, Guru Arjun and Guru Tegh 
Bahadur) uniquely wrote their divinely- inspired verses in 
Guru Nanak’s name. In the Granth Sahib the word ‘Mahala’ 
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and the number following it denote the Guru who is the 
author of the preceding verse. 
 
However, the phrase ‘Kahe Nanak’can occur in the body of 
a verse by any Guru, constituting a kind of signature. This 
was already an established practice when Guru Nanak 
recorded his verses in a pothi. (Kabir (1380-1460), whose 
541 hymns were compiled and authenticated by Guru Arjun 
Dev (1563-1606) in the Granth Sahib, had given this practice 
greater currency. The word ‘Kabir’ is often used as a 
‘stamp’, as the first word in the first line of a verse, without 
having a grammatical function in that line. 

Sikhs believe that the utterances of the Gurus are ‘uniquely 
identical’ with those of the first Guru, Guru Nanak, hence 
the word Mahala (Swarup), followed by a number, denoting 
the order of their succession, is used to identify them. 
Amongst Sufis, a shaykh (spiritual teacher) and his master 
(pir) or his successor need not be contemporaries because 
Sufis believe there is mystical communion between all 
saints, dead or alive. 

 
In Sikh belief, the succession of their Gurus consists of the 
mystical transmission of the Guru-principle as Light. 
joiq Ehw jugiq swie sih kwieAw Pyir pltIAY ] 
(966-18, rwmklI, blvMif qy sqw) 
The same light, the power (of works) of the Master, and 
the body changing again. 
The professional dhadhis, Bhai (honorific for gursikh) Satta 
and Rai Balwand, describe the accession of Bhai Lehna as 
Guru Angad (Mahala 2), as the same Light assuming a 
transformed body, then the form (swarup) of Guru Amar 
Das, Guru Ram Das, and Guru Arjun Dev. 
 
Nanak believed that the spirit of the guru could pass to the 
disciple and raise him to a station of equality: ‘As one lamp 
can light another without losing any of its light, so can a 
teacher impart wisdom to his disciple and elevate him to 
equality.’ (Khushwant Singh) 

This simile of one lamp lighting another is famously 
employed by the Buddhist sage, Nagasena, to demonstrate 
to the Indo-Greek King Menander, in the Milinda Panha, 
how rebirth might be possible without transmigration: 
‘Suppose, Your Majesty, a man lights one lamp from 
another—does the one lamp transmigrate to the other?’ 

 
So it is with the transmission of fire from object to object. In 
Buddhism there is no belief in a ‘soul’ that migrates to 
another body after death, in the sense given in the Bhagwad 
Gita, that the body is a mere garment of the soul (atma), 
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which casts off the dead body and puts on fresh clothes, as 
one would new clothing. 
According to Arvind Sharma (The Philosophy of Religion): 
‘…the continuity of the ‘spiritual principle’ is common to 
both the succession of Gurus and Lamas…’ However, there 
is a difference in the manner in which it is identified. 

READ THE GRANTH SAHIB 

Their perception is effulgent when mind as well as body and 
spirit are in an uncommon, unprecedented conjunction for 
receiving that which is beyond the words on the page. That is 
when the earth seems to move and one turns to a fellow 
being to ask: Did you feel the earth shake? That transcendent 
state is the message, the unveiling, and God has various 
ways of communicating with man. 

 
swihb sMdIAw ikAw clY iqsu nwil ] (83-9, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
The Master calls for us, what will go with you (when you 
die)? Guru Nanak says God’s gifts (virtues and other 
benignant favours) belong to Him, nothing will accompany 
you, not even His gifts. iek jwgMdy nw lhMin ieknw suiqAw dyie 
auTwil ]1] (83-9, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
Some though awake do not take what the Lord offers, while 
others though asleep, are roused by Him (to receive). 
God’s gifts to man are divine influences of an inspiring and 
strengthening nature, received by those awakened by God. 

SEE HIS FACE 

It is not the totality of experience as against the intellectual 
or ritualistic experience of the Granth Sahib, I am talking 
about. It is another experience. If in the 1580s you had the 
opportunity to delve into Guru Nanak’s pothi, would you 
settle for the written word and eschew the person of Guru 
Nanak? Would you not be happy to join others in following 
him, in the hope of touching his feet? Would you not be 
honored to eat what his loved ones are serving from His 
kitchen? 

 
Then today how will we experience the loss of the person of 
Guru Nanak and even the obliteration of his words in our 
lives when we do not read them? For the miracle of Guru 
Nanak to manifest in our lives, the gift of Guru Gobind 
Singh to his Sikhs must be received. 

 
Through this other experience, the Holy Book, the work of 
His Hukam, is transcendent Guru. Through His gift, to those 
who affirm by faith receiving from him, the residual words 
manifest His Person, His blessing on your head, His 
extraordinary road signs along your seemingly ordinary path. 
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It is not consequent upon your mystical understanding of a 
text, there is no such thing. If it is mystical it is experiencing, 
not only understanding. It is a mystical experience of the 
kind that you and I will have of death and all others have had 
before us. 

 
jb lgu joiq kwieAw mih brqY Awpw psU n bUJY ] (692-3, 
DnwsrI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Till the indivisible Light remains in the body, the creature 
(man) cannot discern or resolve its mystery. He knows 
himself by Him only. 
jo jnu Bwau Bgiq kCu jwnY qw kau Acrju kwho ] (692-
5, DnwsrI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
That humble being, who knows even a little about loving adoration 
–why would he be surprised? No one else will experience 
the untellable event like I will. I, who am more than body 
and mind and spirit, will die, and I will be unable to relate 
it with anything or anyone that I know. I cannot say that I 
will have an understanding of death. I will not---to the 
extent that I will not have an understanding of the disease 
of which the doctors will say I have died or am dying. 
 
bYdk Aink aupwv khW lau BwKeI ] (1363-11, Punhy, mÚ 5) 
To what extent can physicians go on trying different cures? 
But I will be experiencing dying, in the act of becoming 
dead, not being dead. 
 
Anhd sbdu inrwlw vwjy ] (839-14, iblwvlu, mÚ 1) 
If you feel moved, if you read signs of your surrender, 
bind yourself to the Presence of the Shabad, which Guru 
Nanak says sounds ever-new, without audition. 

 
The Guru does what he wills with us. The fellowship that 
transcends the individuals gathered to worship in His 
Presence is the Khalsa—His Order of the Pure, of those who 
have offered their heads, experienced the untellable death. 
Somewhere, there can be that as the starting point, or the 
midpoint, but mystical death is not the final point. The rule 
of God’s power is that His purposefulness cannot be 
intermittent. It flows, as it did in Guru Nanak’s life and 
today in yours and mine. How the shabad will manifest in 
you and me, in those not yet born---the answer lies on the 
other side of mystical death. 
 
jIvq dIsY iqsu srpr mrxw ] (374-9, Awsw, mhlw 5) 
Those who appear alive, will surely die. 
muAw hovY iqsu inhclu rhxw ]1] (374-9, Awsw, mhlw 
5)  
One who is dead (to his egoic self), he will remain 
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stable. jIvq muey muey sy jIvy ] (374-10, Awsw, mhlw 
5) 
One who dies while living, he when dead will come to life 
again (in God). 

 
We should not take for granted the freedom to read, recite 
and practice the teaching of Guru Granth Sahib anywhere in 
the world, but boldly persevere in achieving and maintaining 
that freedom. 
Each country is presenting its own challenges to the Sikh 
community in its midst, but as Guru Nanak said: The House 
of the Lord shall be my dwelling place. 

 
OBEDIENCE 
Aside from the need to read the Granth Sahib, there is also 
the challenge of obeying the uncompromising teaching of 
Guru Granth Sahib. The Sikh faith should be introduced to 
those outside the faith with integrity, authenticity and the 
trenchant force which is its hallmark. Seeking out ‘nice’ or 
‘safe’ texts for a multi-religious, multicultural assembly is to 
opt for the easy ‘syncretistic amalgam’ view of the Granth 
Sahib, or to slake the thirst for wish-fulfilling verses, 
assurances, that in the end prove misleading and are 
unsuccessful in achieving their object. Sikhism overturned 
the firmest held beliefs of the two major religions of the 
time, Hinduism and Islam. Sikhism ‘…founded by Guru 
Nanak in the early sixteenth century, evolved into a religion 
independent from Hinduism proper.’ (Charlotte Vaudeville) 

 
Buddhism teaches that underlying the universal lived reality 
of suffering is the inherent liberation of man’s mind — to 
free itself from false understanding and hence suffering: 
‘As the great ocean has but one taste, the taste of salt, so 
does this Dhamma and Discipline have but one taste, the 
taste of freedom.’ (Vinaya- Pitaka, ii. 239, Anguttara-
Nikaya, iv, 203, etc). 

 
Guru Nanak, however, uncompromisingly repudiated 
any such freedom: 
Whatever pleases Him, comes to pass. He repudiates the 
notion of man’s free will. God’s reckoning, such as is made 
evident in our lives, is written: 
ieknw no qUM myil lYih ieik Awphu quDu KuAwieAw ] 
(469-8, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Some You unite with and some You lead astray. This is the 
truth of His Ordinance. God is just. 

 
sB ndrI krm kmwvdy ndrI bwhir n koie ] (66-12, 
isrIrwgu, mhlw 3) 
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All earn karmas (merit) by His favour; none are outside His 
sight (grace). 
jYsI ndir kir dyKY scw qYsw hI ko hoie ] (66-13, 
isrIrwgu, mhlw 3) 
As is His merciful revealing of His Vision (His glance of 
grace), accordingly man is. 
Because in reality the tree is born of the fruit of karma. In 
the illuminating light of His imparted knowledge, one does 
that which one is commanded, for which one was created. 
Come, my companions, says Guru Nanak, let us take the 
True Name: 
Awvhu imlhu shylIho scVw nwmu leyhw ]1] (579-15, 
vfhMsu, mÚ 1) 
Through remembrance of the Divine Name the seeker 
receives illumination about His nature and His Will, such 
that his acts are negated by God and His own made 
known: 
ijs kw kIAw iqn hI lIAw hoAw iqsY kw Bwxw ] 
(579-14, vfhMsu, mÚ 1) 
The One whose doing it was, He only has taken away, 
whatever occurs is by His decree. 

 
It is Guru Nanak’s unique contribution to religious 
mysticism that he embraced life as real, as true (in every 
detail, existentially, after his revelation). He exhorted his 
people to be one with Truth in meditation and conduct (sat 
vichaar, aachar). His contribution to Indian mysticism has 
locked him in the embrace of all mankind, forever. 

 
 

 
2 

 
WHEN DEATH OCCURS 

 
How can we prepare? Knowing that bereavement comes to 
all, we are still unprepared. From the very onset of life all 
things share the nature of mutability, even thoughts of 
existence and non-existence. Impermanence is the one 
permanent condition of life. Since it is intrinsic to human 
experience and the earthly sphere, it is utter futility to 
believe the opposite—of those things and relationships that 
we know are impermanent. 
 
ikAw mwgau ikCu iQru n rhweI ] (481-7, Awsw, kbIr 
jIau)  
What shall I ask for? Nothing remains unchanged, says 
Kabir.  
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dyKq nYn cilE jgu jweI ]1] rhwau ] (481-8, Awsw, 
kbIr jIau)  
Before my very eyes I see the world passing away. 
The truth of this experience brings equanimity, even bliss. 
There are many obstacles to our preparedness, mainly the 
superstitious fear that if we discuss death, we will be 
courting it. 
So, becoming fearful, we pile on layer upon layer of 
distracting thoughts and words, sometimes even consume 
addictive substances to numb our awareness that we will not 
remain forever in this life. Many people think irrationally 
that if they avoid the subject of death, even a terminally ill 
loved one will somehow escape death. 
ijs kI pUjY AauD iqsY kauxu rwKeI ] (1363-10, Punhy,  
mÚ 5)  
One whose age (length of existence) is complete, who 
can keep him (on earth)? 
bYdk Aink aupwv khW lau BwKeI ] (1363-11, Punhy, mÚ 5) 
How long can the physicians go on suggesting various 
therapies? 

 
Says Shaikh Farid: 
jy sau vir@Aw jIvxw BI qnu hosI Kyh ]41] (1380-1, 
slok, syK PrId jI) 
Even if one were to live for a hundred years, still the body 
will be dust (one day). 
|ix Gwly sB idvs sws nh bFn Gtn iqlu swr ] 
(254-10, gauVI, mÚ 5) 
All the days and breaths have been counted, which cannot 
increase or decrease one bit. 
jIvn lorih Brm moh nwnk qyaU gvwr ]1] (254-11, 
gauVI, mÚ 5) 
Those who lust for life, deceived usually in attachment to 
something or someone, are fools. 

 
Guru Arjun Dev says human beings do not understand 
dying because they believe what is untrue, the gulf between 
believing and knowing sometimes widening, as in the aged, 
sometimes narrowing, as in the spiritually enlightened. 

 
To prepare for the right perspective on one’s own and 
another’s death, one should think in what sense, and upon 
what grounds, human beings, who naturally dread death, 
may yet wish to die. They may be tired of strife, worry, 
fear, illness, ageing, lack of money, the list is long. 
dUKI aupjY dUKI ibnsY ikAw lY AwieAw ikAw lY jwhw hy 
]12] (1033-3, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
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In suffering man comes into existence, in suffering man 
perishes. What has he brought with him? And what will he 
take away? 
The vicissitudes of life arise from our mistaking as 
permanent and real what is essentially impermanent and 
unreal. 
dUKu n imtY ibnu gur kI srxw ] (1033-2, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Guru Nanak says, misery does not end sans the Guru’s 
protection (who opens our eyes to His provision), 
purifying, strengthening and enlightening. 

 
Many human beings associate oblivion with death, thinking 
it to be like a deep narcotic sleep, but sleep is not dreamless 
and human beingswake from the deepest sleep at some point 
or another, hence there is the possibility of ‘waking up’ to 
what lies beyond. 
“What could make you conceive what hell-fire is? It 
does not allow anyone to live, and neither does it leave 
anyone to die…” (Koran) 

 
REMAIN UNAFFECTED 

Normally, we must not only subdue extreme emotions but 
also organize a funeral worthy of the person who has 
departed, almost immediately, because custom and the 
Indian climate dictate cremation of the dead body within 
twenty-four hours. 
suM\I dyh frwvxI jw jIau ivchu jwie ] (19-7, isrIrwgu, mÚ1) 
The desolate body is frightening when the jio goes out of it 
(when it is without jIau pRwx), says Guru Nanak. 
 
Most people are unable to cope and some well-meaning and 
competent friend or relative usually comes to the fore to 
take over the practical arrangements, but the bereaved often 
feel that such a person is showing insensitivity to their loss, 
or their relationship with the dead, or their family’s social 
and financial standing, etc. 
 
suKu duKu dono sm kir jwnY Aauru mwnu Apmwnw ] (219-2, 
gauVI, mÚ 9) 
Says Guru Tegh Bahadur, one who knows joy and sorrow, 
honour and dishonour, to be equal 
hrK sog qy rhY AqIqw iqin jig qqu pCwnw ]1] 
(219-3, gauVI, mÚ 9) 

Who remains aloof from happiness and grief, has 
understood the world in essence. 

 
Guru Tegh Bahadur exhorts us to focus on God and not on 
our emotions, social status or stage in life. Almost always 
misunderstandings result after a death in the family, and the 
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grieving wife, son and daughter feel regret that everything 
had not been organized better. 

 
REFLECT ON IMPERMANENCE 

Guru Nanak teaches that we should live daily in the 
recollection of God’s Writ or Hukam, in youth as well as old 
age, in sickness as well as health. If we have no thought for 
death and the life after, the quality of our present life will be 
without merit, and in real jeopardy with regard to our future: 
kUVu kmwvih AwdmI bWDih Gr bwrw ]1] (418-8, Awsw 
kwPI, mÚ 1) 
Man earns the worthless and illusory when he binds to 
himself his home and household, says Guru Nanak. 

 
The material world is like a dream, the spiritual world 
entirely miraculous. Guru Nanak uses the metaphor of the 
Lord as an astounding performer of spiritual magic 
(kautuk, spiritual occurrences), an amazing baajigar 
(magician), and the world as His sport (khel). 
jgu supnw bwjI bnI iKn mih Kylu Kylwie ] (18-8, 
isrIrwgu, mhlw 1) 
The world is a dream, in which is fashioned the Lord’s 
play. In a moment, the game is played out. 

 
Those who built houses, palaces and havelis are also gone. 
The might of kings is overturned, consider your latter end, 
says Guru Nanak: 
jo Asmwin n mwvnI iqn nik nQw pwie ] (595-7, soriT,  
mÚ 1)  
Who could not be contained by the sky has had a ring put 
through his nose (is led like an animal by divine decree). 
jy mn jwxih sUlIAw kwhy imTw Kwih ]3] (595-8, soriT, mÚ 1) 
His heart knows he is condemned (to punishment by 
burning), why does he eat sweets (relish pleasures)? 
 
FEAR GOD 

Understand the real value of human life through an 
awareness of its transience, says Guru Nanak, and the swami 
or mullah, who has assumed the task of teaching spiritual 
wisdom, must first learn the lessons of death: 
mrxw mulw mrxw ] (24-8, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
BI krqwrhu frxw ]1] rhwau ] (24-9, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
Remember death, Mullah, then fear God, says Guru Nanak. 

 
sUmih Dnu rwKn kau dIAw mugDu khY Dnu myrw ] 
(479-19, Awsw, Bgq kbIr jI) 
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God gave wealth to the miser for him to preserve, but the 
fool calls it his own. 
jm kw fMfu mUMf mih lwgY iKn mih krY inbyrw ]3] 
(480-1, Awsw, Bgq kbIr jI) 
When his head is struck with Death’s staff, then, in an 
instant, the argument will be settled. 

 
ACCEPT HIS EDICT 

Undoubtedly, Guru Nanak advocated a stoic acceptance of 
death as God’s Will: 
prvwxw AwieAw hukim pTwieAw Pyir n skY koeI ] 
(688-8, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
Death’s edict has come, His Hukam has been made evident, 
none can send it back. 
Hukam or raza is the command for Death. It can strike 
at any moment. It pays no heed to youth or beauty: 
rUpu n jwxY sohxIAY hukim bDI isir kwro ] (580-14, 
vfhMsu dKxI, mÚ 1) 
Death does not know (care for) your beauty, O beautiful one 
(sohniye), it is bound to the Most High’s hukam. 
bwlk ibriD n jwxnI qoVin hyqu ipAwro ]4] (580-15, 
vfhMsu dKxI, mÚ 1) 

It does not distinguish between a child and an elder and 
shatters (ties of) friendship and love. 
Kabir says Death sends his summons without 
notice: 
Awie pry Drm rwie ky bIcih DUmw Dwm 142] 
(1372-2, slok, kbIr jIau) 
The servitors of Dharma Rai (Yamraj) arrive in the midst of 
pomp and ceremony. 

 
Rare is the person who faces death with equanimity or who 
welcomes death. How can we live knowing death can come 
at any moment? The worldly wise and practical minded take 
care to write their will, ensure their spouse will be 
financially secure, and so on, but it is not the modern way to 
spend time thinking what it will be like for us when we die. 

 
As we can die at any moment we can prepare by completing 
all the virtuous actions that we intended to perform but had 
put off: donate money to a cancer society, take responsibility 
for a poor child’s admission into school, organize a help 
group for the disabled, find time for the aged in the 
neighbourhood, and so on. We must take the view also that, 
no doubt, death is a release, but it must somehow also be a 
release for those left behind. Our final days and hours, spent 
either in prayer, forbearance and virtuous thoughts—or in 
anger, depression and regret—are bound to set an example 
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for those witnessing our departure from this world. From 
each other’s practice of spirituality there are lessons to be 
learnt. 

 
DOER OF ALL HE INTENDS 

 
AwigAw AwvY AwigAw jwie ] (294-14, gauVI, mhlw 5) 
By His Will (permission) man comes into the world, and 
by His Will goes beyond corporeal existence. Guru Arjun 
Dev uses the Sanskrit word aagya, with its additional 
meaning of ‘permission’ and ‘favour’, instead of the 
Arabic hukam, to indicate the many possibilities inherent 
in His grace. 
nwnk jw BwvY qw ley smwie ]6] (294-15, gauVI, mhlw 5) 
Nanak, if it pleases Him, He absorbs man into Himself. 
When man (the Munmukh) resists God’s dispensation, it 
hinders his spiritual progress and the general progress. 
jo jo hoie soeI suKu mwnY ] (294-7, gauVI, mhlw 5) 

Whatever happens, if man accepts it as sukh (accepts that his 
happiness lies in it) 
krn krwvnhwru pRBu jwnY ] (294-8, gauVI, mhlw 5) 
That God the Doer, the Cause of causes, knows (what is 
for our own good) 
ies qy hoie su nwhI burw ] (294-15, gauVI, mhlw 5) 
That He can do nothing bad. 
ErY khhu iknY kCu krw ] (294-15, gauVI, mhlw 5) 
Other than Him, pray who has done anything? 

True humility is humility before the Divine, acknowledging 
in prayer that one is nothing, one can do nothing, understand 
nothing, and that one’s intelligence and capability is nothing 
by comparison with His. 

 
GURMUKH 

Dying is ordained from the beginning of time: 
pUrib ilKy fyh is Awey mwieAw ] (369-3, Awsw kwPI, mÚ 4) 
The preordained days of one’s life, they come (to an end), sister. 
clxu Aju ik kil@ Durhu PurmwieAw ]2] (369-3, Awsw kwPI, mÚ 4)  
To leave (die) today or tomorrow, the Lord has ordained 
from the very beginning. 
 
The image of ‘who we think we are’ has been around since 
the day we were born, our ‘perfect, true image’ has been 
around since the dawn of time. This realization is the ground 
for developing an un-precedented recognition of the self and 
the consequences that attend emotion, thought and action—
here and beyond our extinction.  
gurmuiK nwmu iDAwie AsiQru hoeIAY ]1] (369-2,Awsw kwPI, mÚ4) 
The Gurmukh meditating on the Name becomes steadfast 
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(the Gurmukh is literally ‘one whose face is turned toward 
God’: in the Sikh tradition a man who devotes himself to 
God and worships only the Naam enshrined in Sikh 
scripture). 
gur pUry swbwis clxu jwixAw ] (369-2, Awsw kwPI, mÚ 4) 
Blessed is the All-in-All Guru, through whom death is 
known lwhw nwmu su swru sbid smwixAw ]1] rhwau ] 
(369-2, Awsw kwPI, mÚ 4) 
The profit is Naam, of the Essence (tatva), in which is 
absorbed the Shabda (as is the sacred word of the 
Hindus ‘Om’). 
Man’s cognitions are informed by Naam, his physical being 
is penetrated by Naam: there is no place in his world that is 
not filled by Naam. Naam, the mystical naming of verities 
which have no physical form on earth, in unity with the 
Ungraspable, the Essence (saar), is embraced by the 
Unknowable in Shabda, says Guru Ram Das. 

 
To recall the Names of God is to recognize qualities of the 
Divine like Love, Truth, Mercy, Justice, that human beings 
aspire to, but in his true nature He is swru (Essence). 

scu krxI sbdu hY swru ] (114-10, mwJ, mÚ 3) 
The practice of truth, blameless conduct, and meditation on 
the shabad, is the essence. By his essence the Divine is 
within His creatures; being beyond categories of existence 
and non-existence, He is beyond even the attributes His 
created beings assign Him. 
Says Guru Arjun Dev: swr n jwxw qyrI (your essence is unknown). 
 
AYb qin ickVo iehu mnu mIfko kml kI swr nhI mUil 
pweI ] (24-3, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
The foul body is the mud puddle, and the mind is the frog, 
which does not value the essence of the lotus (symbol of the 
dwelling place of the Lord within man). The Lord dwells in 
the lotus of the heart, ihrdY kml mih hir kw bws ] (344-14, 
gauVI, Bgq kbIr jI), says Bhagat Kabir. 

 
THE MYSTERY 

 
Our attachment to the dying makes it almost impossible for 
us to accept objectively their condition and mentally 
prepare for the funerary arrangements that will have to be 
made when they die. However, no one can predict the time 
of death, says Guru Nanak:  
mrix n mUrqu puiCAw puCI iQiq n vwru ] (1244-4, swrMg, 
mhlw 1) 
Death does not ask if the mahurat (unit of time) time is 
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favourable, it does not ask the date (determined by the 
moon) or the day of the week. (Guru Nanak is mocking the 
consultation of pandits and astrologers for auspicious and 
inauspicious times, when only God knows and determines 
the meaning of time.) 
iekn@I lidAw ieik lid cly iekn@I bDy Bwr ] (1244-
5, swrMg, mhlw 1) 
Some have loaded, some have loaded up (karmas) and gone, 
and some are tying burdens (accumulated karmas of paap 
and punn) on themselves. 
iekn@w hoeI swKqI iekn@w hoeI swr ] (1244-5, swrMg, mhlw 1) 
One is treated severely and another is supported. 
lskr sxy dmwimAw Cuty bMk duAwr](1244-6, swrMg,mhlw 1)  
Armed guards, drummers, are left behind, and beautiful 
homes.  
nwnk FyrI Cwru kI BI iPir hoeI Cwr ]1] (1244-6, swrMg, 
mhlw 1) 
Says Nanak the pile of dust once again turns to 
dust. BIqir coru bhwilAw Kotu vy jIAw Kotu ]2] 
(1244-7, swrMg, mhlw 1) 
A thief has settled within, life is a fraud, false as false can 
be. It is a fraud on life if ever there was one. 
In Sultan Bahu’s verse (meri bukkal wich chor) the thief 
(munn) nestles in one’s own breast, stealing existential 
and spiritual satisfaction. 

 
Many religious and spiritual traditions, that teach meditation 
as a means to reach higher states of consciousness, assert 
that the world most of us know as the abode of mankind is a 
false creation of the mind. It is an illusion created by our 
habitual mode of separating, classifying and labelling our 
perceptual experiences, especially sense perceptions. A line 
is drawn when we cannot even report on our own death. This 
central chori makes the nature of existence ontologically 
false. 
bwbw AwieAw hY auiT clxw iehu jgu JUTu pswrovw ] 
(581-17, vfhMsu, mÚ 1) 
O Baba, whoever has come must get up and depart. The 
world spread out before us is unreal, false. 
By the very condition of its origin from material causes, the 
world is altering moment by moment, then how might one 
know what is sach (truth)? Truth is that which is received 
from God when man attains right knowledge, says Guru 
Nanak. 
scw Gru scVY syvIAY scu Krw sicAwrovw ] (581-17, 
vfhMsu, mÚ 1) 
If in the true home of the heart the True Lord is 
meditated upon, man becomes truthful, of true mint 
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(in a counterfeit world). 
 

BE AT PEACE 
 

To be at peace, says Guru Ram Das, remember God. 
jUAY Kylxu jig ik iehu mnu hwirAw ]3] (369-4, Awsw 
kwPI, mÚ 4) 
Human beings gamble in this world on material things and 
in the process the things of the spirit (their very hearts and 
minds) are defeated. 
They gamble away reason and discrimination, the most 
precious faculties of the mind which distinguish humans 
from lower creatures, instead of rationally choosing virtue 
over vice, happiness over suffering. All religions agree that if 
people live eschewing immorality, they will not be gambling 
on their peace and ultimate salvation. 
jIvix mrix suKu hoie ijn@w guru pwieAw ] (369-5, 
Awsw kwPI, mÚ 4) 
Those who have found the Guru are at peace with life and 
death. The Guru teaches meditating on death. By being 
mindful of death one is not mistaken about the permanence 
of oneself, one’s attachments and volitions, indeed of the 
permanence of one’s friends and enemies. 
nwnk hukmu buiJ prvwxu hoie qw Plu pwvY scu ] 
(509-8, gUjrI kI vwr, mÚ 3) 
Nanak, by recognizing and realizing His ordinance 
(Hukam), he, who becomes acceptable (is approved as a 
measure of other- worldly attributes), receives the fruit of 
this—Truth. 

 
Sikhism like other religions believes ignorance is the root 
cause of pain and misery in this life and liberation from it is 
attained only through right knowledge of the truth. In 
discovering the truth about the real nature of life, the sincere 
seeker is restrained from many ill emotions such as pride, 
hostility or obsessive love, selfishness, acquisitiveness, etc. 

 
Guru Amar Das says the soul-bird that finds salvation 
draws its sustenance from Truth: 
pMKI ibriK suhwvVw scu cugY gur Bwie ] (66-1, isrIrwgu, mhlw 3) 
The bird (jiv), in a beautiful tree (body), eats (the food of the 
spirit) Truth, loving the Guru (through divinization of human 
love) 
hir rsu pIvY shij rhY aufY n AwvY jwie ] (66-2, 
isrIrwgu, mhlw 3) 
It drinks the divine elixir and dwells in sahaj (sanctified 
state of equipoise). It does not fly off, to come and go. 
 
When one loves the Divine one’s intuitive (as distinct from 
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the conceptual) consciousness loses the poverty of 
separation and acquires the riches of enraptured closeness. 
For the heart is mighty like a river. 

 
The heart of the seeker on the path of love is the juncture 
between the transcendent and the earthly: 
idl drIAwau Dovhu mYlwxw ] (1084-7, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Wash away dirt in the river of your heart. 
Guru Arjun Dev says, mobilise the promptings within to 
rid yourself of worthless thoughts and endeavours, arising 
from lust, anger, covetousness, attachment and pride. 

 
REMEMBER SIKHI 

 
The word sikh in Pali means ‘a person dedicated to and 
journeying towards the Guru’. In Guru Nanak’s lifetime 
those who were his dedicated followers were called sikh 
(from the Sanskrit shishya). Guru Nanak says even one’s 
meeting with the followers (sikhs) of God is by His favour: 
isK sMgiq krim imlwey ] (412-8, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
The concourse of sikhs (disciples) is met by the mercy of 
God. Used as a verb the term meant the true discipleship, act 
of obedience, to the teaching of the Guru. The terms sikh and 
sikhi were also used for the Teaching.  
 
Divine light pervades the Teaching, recorded by the Sikh 
Gurus in the Granth Sahib, which cannot be intermittent, by 
the established law of life, even as man’s breathing cannot 
be intermittent: his lifebreaths continue even when he forgets 
he’s breathing. Man may forget, may not discern clearly, his 
debt to God, but He nevertheless sustains him, divinely 
infusing the sikh (the disciple) with His Light. So, says Guru 
Arjun Dev, remember the Lord with every breath: swis swis 
ismrhu goibMd. 

The Munmukh (literally, one who is centred on self effort) 
forgets, denies, turns away from Him, yet God sustains 
him. 

 
kwmu k®oDu mwieAw mih cIqu ] (153-3, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Man is engrossed in sexual desire, anger and maya (material 
things in contrast to things of the spirit), says Guru Nanak. 
‘Maya is not the cosmic illusion of classical Vedanta. It is a 
materialistic interpretation of reality.’ (W Owen Cole and PS 
Sambhi, The Sikhs: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices.) 
 
The concept of Maya is prominent in the Granth Sahib. In 
some forms of Hinduism the word maya has been associated 
with the illusoriness of the world. In ‘Nanak’s usage the 
term does not imply the ultimate unreality of the world itself, 
but rather the unreality of the values which it represents. The 
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world’s values are a delusion’. (Hew McLeod, A Cultural 
History of India, ed. by AL Basham.) 
 
DO NOT MOURN 

What are the mourning rites of the Sikhs? Outside the 
reading and the singing of verses from the Sikh scriptures, 
there are none. Do not mourn, says Guru Nanak: 
 
aUcw nhI khxw mn mih rhxw Awpy jwxY jwxo ] 
(580-2, vfhMsu, mÚ 1) 
Do not speak aloud (your sorrows), keep within 
yourself, the Knower knows by Himself. 
vwlyvy kwrix bwbw roeIAY rovxu sgl ibkwro ] 
(579-10, vfhMsu, mÚ 1) 
If we weep because of temporal things, Baba, our weeping is 
totally worthless. (The term Baba is used as courtesy title, 
meaning benevolent father.) 
nwnk ruMnw bwbw jwxIAY jy rovY lwie ipAwro ](579-9, vfhMs, 
mÚ1) Nanak says, know (experience) that as true 
weeping, Baba, if it arises from loving the Lord. 
In the love for the Lord man experiences worldliness as an 
unforeseen calamity. Having yielded to the law of Divine 
love, the rest is now unlawful to him: he is cut off from all 
worldly considerations, satisfactions and associations. Says 
Nanak, know (recognize) the crying that is not after the 
earthly but after the transcendent. 
rovh ibrhw qn kw Awpxw swihbu sMm@wlyhW ] (579-13, vfhMsu, 
mÚ 1)  

Weep over the body’s separation birha (Sanskrit viraha) 
from our Lord and Master: every birth in human form is an 
alienation from the Lord. Says Guru Nanak, cherish the 
Lord, in whom we subsist through remembrance of His 
perfections. Simran or remembrance of the Lord is the 
spiritual exercise of audibly or silently reciting His Names 
or mantric syllables such as Waheguru. 

 
Such weeping or emotion of ‘birha’ is central to Kabir’s 
verses in the Granth Sahib. Over five hundred hymns of 
Bhagat Kabir (1380-1460) were included in the Granth 
Sahib when it was compiled and authenticated by Guru 
Arjun Dev. Bhagat is the title given to all poets, not 
including the Sikh Gurus, whose works are in the Granth 
Sahib. 
 
AwieAw mrxu Durwhu haumY roeIAY ] (369-1, Awsw kwPI, mÚ 4) 
Our coming into existence and our death—-both have been 
divinely determined at the first, in the highest place. Nothing 
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has any real purpose or value outside the One, without whom 
there can be no existence, but the ego (haumai, a projection 
of the brain and heart that resists extinction) cries at the 
prospect of death. A time of loss can be a time of spiritual 
growth, renewal and unfolding meaning—-if there is a call to 
Naam, the opening to the supreme Truth, to faith in all that 
man calls the Divine, and ‘death is the mystery of faith 
opened up’. 

 
Death by withholding the breath was chosen by Jain monks 
in ancient times as a means of understanding the nature of 
death, by being conscious at the time of death of life’s 
greatest transformation. 

 
However, it is human to seek and not to find, says 
Kabir: lwlc krY jIvn pd kwrn locn kCU n sUJY ]2] 
(692-3, DnwsrI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Man covets (knowing) because of his station as a human 
being even when nothing that he sees with his very eyes 
makes sense. 
It is a mystery and speech is inadequate but we are adequate 
to experiencing death. We are made adequate, from the very 
moment of birth; we are adequate to our growth till finally 
the growth stops and change enters the stage of cessation. So 
it is with life in the Word, the manifest letters (akshar) by 
which I see, hear, feel, know, and totally experience the 
Granth Sahib. 
Over the last hundred years the rituals attending death have 
been trimmed away while those attending marriage have 
been embroidered upon. Previously, a good funeral was a 
mark of respect for the deceased relative, whereas today a 
well-celebrated marriage is considered the most important 
rite of passage, a family’s most important milestone, 
eclipsing all other sanskars or sacraments (of the Indian 
tradition), even birth and namkaran. 

 
Today, even the middle-classes marry like princes but are 
cremated like paupers. 
kbIr dInu gvwieAw dunI isau dunI n cwlI swiQ ] 
(1365-3, slok, kbIr jIau) 
Kabir, the mortal loses his religious faith for the sake of the 
world, but the world does not go along with him in the end. 
pwie kuhwVw mwirAw gwPil ApunY hwiQ ]13] (1365-4, 
slok, kbIr jIau) 
The heedless fool axes his own feet with his own hands. 

 
Hindu mourning customs restrain close family members 
from visiting the family shrine or entering a temple, but 
Sikhs have no such prohibition. On the contrary, visit to a 
historic gurdwara is deemed most efficacious for alleviating 
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sorrow. 
 

Families mourned ritually for at least a year, widows all their 
lives. Nowadays, the set period can vary from four days till 
the funeral service (Bhog) is over. Ritualized mourning has 
become shorter and fewer rules with regard to dress, 
demeanour, diet, donations, or duration of prayer sessions. 
To pretend that nothing distressing can alter one’s customary 
interface with colleagues and acquaintances is deemed 
courage in the face of adversity. The trend is towards making 
little of death. Hysterical grieving on one hand and artificial 
normality on the other, remain the two poles of mourning 
etiquette. 

 
The aim of this book is to tilt the balance a little in favour of 
those Indian rites that are not at the happy end of the 
spectrum. As birthday and marriage celebrations become 
more and more extravagant, our society is in danger of 
losing an enlightened perspective on human life. 
 
jnnI jwnq suqu bfw hoqu hY ieqnw ku n jwnY ij idn idn AvDGtqu hY ] 
(91-19, isrIrwgu, kbIr jIau) 
The mother knows her son is growing up, what she does not 
know is that, day by day, his life-span is diminishing. 
idn qy phr phr qy GrIAW Awv GtY qnu CIjY ] 
(692-1, DnwsrI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Day by day, hour by hour, the life span contracts, the 
body weakens. 
kwlu AhyrI iPrY biDk ijau khhu kvn ibiD kIjY ] 1] 
(692-1, DnwsrI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Death, like a hunter, a butcher, is on the prowl; tell me, 
what device can man resort to? 

 
Unavoidable pain and suffering can educate and test our 
virtue. But by not allowing ourselves enough time to 
experience all the stages of loss through death, readjust 
priorities, we are losing the opportunity for psychological 
and spiritual growth. 

 
All religions and communities in India have elaborate 
rituals, extending up to a year after bereavement, which 
were previously mandatory and strictly enforced by elders 
and priests. At present, these ceremonies and rituals are not 
being strictly observed and grieving is being transformed 
from a community and family affair to a private experience 
of the individual. I leave it to my readers to judge whether 
they have lost more than they have gained in doing away 
with collective expressions of sorrow and loss, as in kirtan, 
katha, prayer sessions, fasting or observing dietary 
restrictions and alms-giving. 
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HONOUR DEATH 

However, by paying scant attention to the finer details of 
funerary ceremonies, such as beautiful flowers, uplifting 
music, eulogies and obsequies for the dead, we are denying 
due respect to the place of death in our lives. In stark 
contrast to the expense and attention lavished upon every 
detail of entertainment—when celebrating business success, 
political victory or an engagement or wedding, the amount 
of time and money expended on the rituals and ceremonies 
of death and mourning is miniscule, to say the least. 
Since the big difference between all ceremonies and the 
ceremonies attending death is that we are not ourselves 
present at our funeral to ensure arrangements appropriate to 
our age, station in life, or religious beliefs, the lack of 
attention to the manner in which our last rites are conducted 
is a comment on the state of the Indian family today. Says 
Nanak: 
jh Awsw qh ibnis ibnwsw ] (840-18, iblwvlu, mÚ 
1)  

Where there is expectation, desire, there is hopelessness, 
desolation, when it is destroyed. 

 
My purpose in writing this book is not to advocate showy 
funerals in the manner of showy weddings, but to point out 
that if the spiritual significance of death was better 
understood today, the funeral industry would not be 
reckoned in thousands in contrast to the wedding industry 
which is reckoned in crores. Even as at birth, we are not in a 
position to follow our preferences in the celebrations that 
usually take place when a child is born, but then the 
trajectory of an individual’s life has just commenced, so, 
too, after death, when the completed trajectory gives a 
certain definition to the meaning life has held uniquely for 
the deceased. Our observances at the time of death of an 
individual should recognize that meaning and honor it. 

 
The family celebrates the arrival of the newborn with hope 
and thanksgiving as the ascendant feelings. It should 
celebrate the long association with the deceased, however 
difficult, also with thanksgiving for the time spent together 
which releases God’s exaltation in our lives, and brings 
renewed faith in his purpose. 

 
KNOT OF TRUTH 

 
But we need to establish a bond with those who have gone 
before us and not only the bond of love, loss and nostalgic 
memories but also the bond that is forged across the great 
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divide—by praying for the deceased. 
kwlw gMFu ndIAw mIh Jol ] (143-11, mwJ, mÚ 1) 
In the famine, the rain fills the streams to overflowing, and 
the knot is tied. 
gMFu prIqI imTy bol ] (143-11, mwJ, mÚ 1) 
There is a knot (bond) between love and words of sweetness. 
bydw gMFu boly scu koie ] (143-12, mwJ, mÚ 1) 
The sacred texts bind (loop) the one who gives voice to 
the truth ensconced in them. 
When the seeker utters the truth, a bond is established. In the 
true and incorruptible Ved God speaks from eternity to 
human beings to cleanse them by cogitation or inspiration. 

 
The Discourse may be lost, barred, obfuscated, or corrupted, 
because it is transmitted through the one and the same 
substance as the world. Only the direct inflow of the Word 
as Name or Essence, to which Guru Nanak and the nine 
Gurus after him were witness, the revelation as ‘an 
immediate divine revelation’ (Ernest Trump), is true and 
incorruptibly so. 
muieAw gMFu nykI squ hoie ] (143-12, mwJ, mÚ 1) 
On dying, the knot (the inter-twining or continuum) is 
established between righteousness and Truth. Truth and neki 
(goodness) are bound together. This continuum of 
consciousness signified by mystics as luminosity traverses 
other as yet unseen dimensions of His Word. 

 
When our virtuous actions, our morals, our light, survive 
death as subtle predispositions, latent karmas, that can 
further manifest Truth, then a bond of union is tied. Karma 
is the bond. 
mn ry gur kI kwr kmwie ] (66-3, isrIrwgu, mhlw 3) 
O my soul perform the works of God He has elected you to 
do—that is true profit (earned by good acts). 

 
Says Guru Amar Das, negative karmas stick to us like 
slime, we should aspire to those karmas that accrue from 
the service of the Guru. It is also true that those who work 
for the Guru’s eternal purpose have been created for its 
fulfilment. 
The jiv in fixed inner contemplation (in which absorption 
into the Name has taken place) is in harmony with the 
Guru’s Will. As is said in the Bible (Psalm 23): ‘He guides 
me for His Name’s sake even though I travel in the valley 
of the dead.’ 

 
Guru Nanak says: 
kwr kmweI Ksm rjwie ] (411-17, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Works (in the world), and the fulfilment of their good 
purpose, are in accordance with the Master’s Will. 
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‘…all the elements of the being, all the movements 
(whether outer or inner), all the parts of the being, all of 
them, have a single, one- pointed will to belong to the 
Divine, to live only for the Divine, to will only what the 
Divine wills, to express only the divine Will, to have no 
other source of energy than that of the Divine.’ 
(The Mother, 5 August, 1953) 

 
Adherents of all religions believe that the departed soul 
hovers in proximity to those from whom it has been 
separated. Christians believe the soul enters Purgatory after 
death, where the prayers of the living can aid the soul’s 
ascent into Heaven. Tibetan Buddhists believe that for forty 
nine days the dead are in an intermediate state between death 
and rebirth and may come to rest in Bardo with the help of 
the rituals of the living. In Hinduism the ritual sacrifices and 
prayers of the eldest son of the deceased are thought 
instrumental in obtaining peace for the dead. 

 
Unless we are non-believers, our return to business and 
pleasure almost immediately after the death of a parent or a 
loved one, indicates a denial of the efficacy of prayer in 
bringing peace, even salvation, to the recently departed. 

 
SHLOK OF THE NINTH GURU 

Shloks of the Ninth Mahala, Guru Tegh Bahadur, are usually 
chosen by raagis to sing at the Bhog because in Sikh 
scripture they are the acme of vairagya, a dispassionate state 
of being enjoined upon Sikhs by Guru Nanak, in the face of 
life’s sinful attractions. The shloks form the final section of 
the Granth Sahib, followed only by the Raagmala (String of 
Raags) as a postscript. 

 
khw BieE qIrQ bRq kIey rwm srin nhI AwvY ] 
(830-19, iblwvlu, mÚ 9) 
What is the benefit of pilgrimages and fasting (piety is of 
no use), if one has not taken refuge in the Lord? 
The Lord’s path is His refuge, compounded equally of 
bliss and consciousness, free from the admixture of any 
other perception. 
 jog jg inhPl iqh mwnau jo pRB jsu ibsrwvY ]1] (831-1, 
iblwvlu, mÚ 9) 

Guru Tegh Bahadur says yoga and yagya (ritual worship 
involving a sacrifice or offering) are fruitless for the one 
who abjures glorifying God. 

 
Guru Tegh Bahadur says extol the Lord’s greatness by 
means of Jaap (the remembering and repeating of God’s 
Name). (Jaap may be voiced, in singing and chanting or 
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intoning softly, or it may be visualized). 
mwn moh dono kau prhir goibMd ky gun gwvY ] (831-1, 
iblwvlu, mÚ 9) 
One who casts aside both pride in oneself and in one’s 
worldly circumstances, and instead sings the glory of the 
Lord, 
 
khu nwnk ieh ibiD ko pRwnI jIvn mukiq khwvY ]2]2] 
(831- 2, iblwvlu, mÚ 9) 
Guru Nanak says such a one performs a vidhi 
(contemplation, intellection), the sign of which is 
liberation (mukti) in the present life: the doing and being 
that is called jivan-mukti.  

 
Human beings who are conditioned and circumscribed by 
illusory realities (such as a sense of permanent identity) will 
not renounce the world of experiential life, circumstance, 
false adjuncts and defilements. 

 
They remain oblivious of their own temporality even 
when they see a close relative die. They do not think it 
will happen to them. 
 iCnu iCnu kir gieE kwlu qYsy jwqu Awju hY ]2]1] (1352-6, 
jYjwvMqI, mÚ 9) 
Moment by moment, Kaal (Time) tore yesterday into bits, in 
the same way today will come to an end, says Guru Tegh 
Bahadur. All who dwell on earth submit to Time, willingly 
or unwillingly, as do their shadows in the mornings and 
evenings. 

 
COSMOLOGICAL VIEW 

In the verses of the Granth Sahib Death is not only 
personified, it is also a binary of creation—in the cosmos a 
force that destroys what the force of creation (kudrat) brings 
repeatedly into existence. It follows creation, hence it is the 
dual in the experience of all creatures, from an ant to a man, 
but man gives significance to death as a state of being, and at 
the right stage in his mental development, he gives death 
divine significance also. 
 
Epiq prlau iKn mih krqw ] (387-2, Awsw, mÚ 5) 
Alpha and omega is a moment’s doing for God. 
Aink prlau Aink auqpwiq ] (1236-8, swrMg, mÚ 5) 
Many the destructions (of worlds), many the creations. 
 
Guru Nanak says not only human life but even the world 
hangs by a thread: 
ijau qwgw jgu eyvY jwxhu ] (840-3, iblwvlu, mÚ 1) 
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Know that the world is like a flimsy thread—it can 
break (be destroyed) in an instant. 

 
LIFE IS EPHEMERAL 

 
kW ko qnu Dnu sMpiq kW kI kw isau nyhu lgwhI ] (1231-
12, swrMg, mÚ 9) 
Who has retained his body or wealth? Whose property is it? 
With whom should we fall in love? Man cannot possess 
body, wealth or love. 
qum rovhugy Es no qum@ kau kauxu roeI ]3] (418-10, 
Awsw kwPI, mhlw 1) 
You will cry for the (loved) one (when he is gone), then 
who will cry for you? Such is the lopsided nature of love 
relationships. 
Because the earthly beloved will die as you, before or after, 
there will be no reciprocity in the pain of separation, as 
there was in the joy of loving. Only the Lord’s love has 
always been there for you and will remain so. He will 
mourn with you if you so desire but, says Guru Nanak, 
understand the unequal nature of worldly love and forgo 
emotional entanglements. 

 
PrIdw icMq Ktolw vwxu duKu ibrih ivCwvx lyPu ] 
(1379-13, slok, syK PrId jI) 
Farida, anxiety is my cot, sorrow the cord with which it is 
strung, and the pain of separation the coverlet. 
eyhu hmwrw jIvxw qU swihb scy vyKu ]35] (1379-14, 
slok, syK PrId jI) 
Behold, such is my life, O my True Lord and 
Master. ||35|| 
 ibrhw ibrhw AwKIAY ibrhw qU sulqwnu ] (1379-14, 
slok, syK PrId jI) 

Many talk of the pain of estrangement from God (viraha: 
the word is repeated thrice), Viraha you are Sultan (ruler of 
all)! 
PrIdw ijqu qin ibrhu n aUpjY so qnu jwxu mswnu ]36] 
(1379- 15, slok, syK PrId jI) 
Says Baba Farid, look upon that body, within which love of 
the Lord (and therefore the anguish of separation from 
Him) does not well up, as a cremation ground. 
suK mY bhu sMgI Bey duK mY sMig n koie ] (1428-3, 
slok, mhlw 9) 
In good times many become our companions but in bad 
times nobody keeps company. 
khu nwnk hir Bju mnw AMiq shweI hoie ]32] (1428-
4, slok, mÚ 9) 
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Says Nanak, sing the praise of the Lord: He will be your 
help in the end. 

 
It is said the Word came as a revelation to Guru Nanak in 
his 30th year, as he bathed in the river Bein. Whether 
geographically true or not, it is momentous that the disciples 
of Guru Nanak recorded that God revealed Himself to Guru 
Nanak in the flowing waters of a river. Thus, no temple 
could be built in the middle of a river, no relic enshrined, no 
body buried there to create a dargah. (Bhai Kahn Singh 
Nabha in his Mahan Kosh notes that Kartarpur, where Guru 
Nanak died in 1596, was swept into the river Ravi, his sons 
establishing a new samadhi called Dera Baba Nanak. The 
river has been changing its course over five centuries.) 

 
One may ask, where then was suffering humanity to 
go on pilgrimage, to seek intercession? 
Exclusively to the sacred Bani, only the Bani was to be 
worshipped in spirit, in thought, in meditation (dhyan), in 
obedience, in love— as pilgrims in this world. In this world 
of maya to which we have been assigned by His Hukam 
there yet is a place where we may find liberation: 
jh rwKY soeI mukiq Qwnu ] (890-14, rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
Wherever He keeps us (watches over us) that is the place of our 
mukti (final emancipation: the term is particularly applied 
to the liberation from the bondage of karma and the wheel of 
birth and death). 
 
scu qIriQ nwvhu hir gux gwvhu ] (1030-7, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Bathe in truth, it is a sacred place of pilgrimage (tirath), 
sing the praises of the Lord, teaches Guru Nanak. 
Praised be Guru Arjun Dev who compiled in one Granth 
Sahib all the words that he had received as his spiritual 
patrimony. We are only to do our part, obey the teachings 
of the Guru Granth Sahib, and surrender the rest to God, 
who will do his part in raising us to uncommon certitude: 
this is the promise and prasad of Guru Granth Sahib. 
Rejoice! 

 
AwKxu vyKxu bolxu clxu jIvxu mrxw Dwqu ] (145-5, mwJ, mÚ 1) 
Articulating, seeing, talking, walking, living and dying—all 
is at root mere motion (of little value). The irrelevance of 
everything except belief in God (in religion and morals) is 
Guru Nanak’s stark and uncompromising sikhi, which he 
thought worth recording for posterity in a pothi. After Guru 
Nanak was shown things that cannot possibly be known 
without God’s revelation, or communicated fully, given the 
inadequacy of language, Guru Nanak left home and travelled 
far and wide in the service of God’s revelation. 
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A little over 300 years ago, a day before his death, Guru 
Gobind Singh brought to a culmination at Nanded, the spirit 
first enshrined in Guru Nanak’s bani, setting us free from 
fear and its consequences, such as the obeisance to just 
about everything, from birds reptiles and animals, statues, 
forces of nature, ancestors, or gods and goddesses to 
Brahmins, kings and queens: poQI prmysr kw Qwnu (The Book 
is the Place of Parmeshwara) 

 
3 

 
FUNERAL CEREMONIES 

The Sikh Rahit Maryada (Code of Conduct), which has laid 
down the rituals that may be performed at the time of birth 
(Janam Sanskar), marriage (Anand Sanskar) and death 
(Mirtik Sanskar), stipulates that no rituals derived from other 
religions should be performed when death occurs. Prior to 
the formulation of the Rahit 
Maryada by the Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak 
Committee (SGPC), in 1945, there was no uniformity in Sikh 
practices. The Gurdwara Act of 1925 had placed the 
management of Sikh shrines and corporate life in the hands 
of the SGPC. In 1931 a meeting was held at the seat of 
temporal authority of the Sikhs, located in the building called 
the Akal Takht (Throne of the Eternal One), facing the 
Golden Temple, in Amritsar, which was founded by the 
Fourth Guru as the sacred city of the Sikhs. It was decided to 
draw up a Rahit or Code to regulate the Sikh way of life. It 
was approved in 1945 and no alterations have since been 
made. 
 
Death rites are of great importance to Hindus and 
Buddhists, for whom the promise of the next birth is higher 
than that of the birth just concluded. Burial is still resorted 
to for some monks or gurus with a large following, who are 
deemed not to need purification by fire, and a temple built 
in the vicinity of the burial site for their followers. 

 
Abu’l Fazl’s sixteenth century account of Indian death rites, 
in the Ain-I-Akbari, still holds true for rural India—-the 
dying man was lifted from the bed and placed on the 
ground, previously plastered with cow dung and strewn with 
green gadharbha grass, head pointing to the North and feet 
to the South. A diva (oil lamp) is placed by the side of the 
dying man. Ganga jal (holy water) is poured into his mouth, 
a tilak marked on his forehead, and tulsi leaves placed on 
his breast. 

 
The gift of a cow or piece of land or any generous gifts 
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(commensurate with the family’s status) including clothes 
and edibles, to the priest guiding and conducting the death 
rituals, was crucial for the deceased finding an auspicious 
passage to the next world. Such customs and beliefs are 
naturally repudiated in the Sikh Rahit. 

 
ONLY PRAYER 

 
Sikhism forbids the death-bed ministrations of a priest—only 
prayer is deemed proper for those present. For comfort the 
dying as well as the family must turn only to the words of the 
Granth Sahib. Relatives should offer comfort by counselling 
those nearest to the dying rather than by lamentation or 
display of emotions. The family may meet together to pray 
near the dying person. The dying person is not removed from 
his bed and placed on the ground to breathe his last as in the 
Hindu tradition. 

 
Indians prefer to die in their home in the midst of family. 
If they are hospitalized and death is imminent, families 
often bring the dying home. 

 
When death occurs the Sukhmani Sahib (Jewel of 
Blessedness), written by Guru Nanak, may be recited (the 
recitation can take up to an hour), while family members 
gather on being informed of the death. 

 
Weeping is proscribed by Guru Nanak for Sikhs who 
commit to God: 
ijn@I pCwqw hukmu iqn@ kdy n rovxw ] (523-6, gUjrI, mÚ 5) 
Those who recognize the Lord’s Hukam they are never to 
weep and they will never grieve (because they have come 
into the protection of God by obedience). 

 
Close relatives and friends are expected to reach the 
bereaved immediately and to comfort and pray with them. 
Neighbours may arrive but they remain at a distance from 
the immediate family circle. 

 
The dead body is cleaned before being cremated as it is 
rendered impure once the prana has left it. This is done by 
family members almost immediately after death is 
confirmed. Unnecessary touching of the dead body is 
avoided, except when it has to be handled for the ritual 
purpose of cleaning and dressing and placing on a bier. If no 
family member is able to prepare the body, a doctor or nurse 
may be requested to assist and be paid accordingly. 

 
PREPARING THE BODY 

The preparing of the dead body for cremation is carried out 
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by the spouse or the children of the deceased. Household 
attendants or two nurses may be called upon to assist in the 
task. 
Traditionally, the dead body is ‘washed’ by applying a 
paste mixture of milk, yogurt, ghee, and honey and 
chandan (sandal wood) powder and then wiping it off with 
water. Oil and seeka (bath powder) is rubbed on the head 
and then washed with a little water to clean the long hair. If 
the condition of the body permits some handling of the 
limbs, the family may clean the body as it sees fit. Blood or 
other oozing from the body’s orifices is wiped clean with 
antiseptic solution, especially if the deceased was suffering 
from an infectious disease. Cotton-wool plugs are inserted 
in all orifices to prevent further oozing. 

 
However, if death occurs in a hospital, the nurses only 
sponge the body clean before handing it over to the relatives 
of the patient. In a hospital, two to four nurses, depending on 
the weight and size of the patient, are called in (as soon as 
the doctor certifies that the patient has died, and writes out a 
medical report stating the cause of death ), who close the lids 
of the eyes of the dead patient and lay the body and limbs 
straight. 

 
They first remove all items worn on the body, for 
example, the iron kara worn by Sikhs, or the 
wedding band or any talisman which female patients 
have refused to allow doctors to remove from their 
bodies, and which some doctors sometimes allow. 
They then sponge the body, plug all orifices, place 
the hands and legs together and tie the two thumbs 
together and the big toes together, so that the body 
can be placed easily in a coffin, which is taken to the 
hospital mortuary, pending the production of a 
discharge slip. 
 
At this time no garments are put on the body—it is wrapped 
in a large white hospital sheet and handed over to the staff 
at the mortuary. (This is the practice in major Indian cities 
to ensure that the matter of hospital reports and bills is 
handled by hospital security staff, and not by nurses and 
doctors. When all such matters are settled and the Medical 
Officer In-charge has issued 
a Death Certificate, the body is handed over to next-of-
kin, or closest living blood relative. 

 
It is to the benefit of all concerned that this procedure is done 
as quickly as possible, as custom, the fact of the degeneration 
of the corpse four to five hours after demise, and rank odour 
necessitate an early cremation. Nothing is applied to the 
corpse to prevent odours, so incense sticks and flowers are 
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placed in the corpse’s immediate environment to avoid this, 
as soon as the body is taken home and while waiting to make 
arrangements for an ambulance or hearse to collect the body 
and for a booking at the crematorium. 
When the body is brought back to the home it is 
traditionally brought in headfirst—and taken out of the 
house, feet first. 

 
Both Kabir and Nanak allude to the rite of cremation as the 
burning of a (swathed) naked body, but in the twenty-first 
century the corpse is clothed with half-sewn garments, 
provided by mortuary services in big cities, that can be easily 
put on the corpse. However, the rules regarding the colour of 
winding-sheets (five metres in length), white or saffron for 
men and widows, and red for the garments of married 
women, remain largely in place. 

 
If death occurs at home, family members and neighbours 
may confirm the event, and a neighbourhood doctor out of 
courtesy my come when called and confirm the same, but he 
cannot give a death certificate. Families therefore prefer to 
take the person to the nearest clinic or hospital, where after 
standard medical procedures, a death certificate is issued, on 
the basis of which a booking for cremation is easily made. 

 
Sikh men are clothed with fresh garments and turban. A Sikh 
male must bear on his head at least a saffron-coloured (the 
colour of the Khalsa) patka, if it is not possible to fit a 
previously-tied turban around the head. Since the time of the 
institution of the Khalsa or Brotherhood of the Pure, by Guru 
Gobind Singh in 1704, the Sikh Khalsa maintains the five 
Ks, the five emblems of Sikhism, each beginning with the 
letter ‘k’ representing the letter ‘kakka’ in the Punjabi 
alphabet: kes (with turban), kanga (comb), kaccha 
(underpants), kirpan (sword) and kara (steel bangle). These 
are left symbolically on the dead body for its last journey. 

 
Sometimes the body of a married woman, whose husband is 
still alive, is clothed in red-coloured garments indicative of 
her married status and fortunate departure (while still a 
suhagan, never-to-be- widowed fortunate wife). An elderly 
widow would be dressed in simple white garments. An 
infant may be dressed in whatever way the sorrow of the 
parents may be somewhat assuaged. The whole procedure 
should be done without commotion and weeping. ko mrY n 
muieAw nwly one dies alone. 

LAYING OUT THE BODY 
When the body is dressed, it is laid on slabs of ice, if the 
weather is hot or there is a long wait before the journey to 
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the cremation site, to preserve the body and slow down 
deterioration. Some hospitals provide air-conditioned glass 
coffins in which the body is preserved, should the wait 
exceed twenty-four hours. 

 
A room, where the expected number of attendees can be 
accommodated, is cleared of all furniture. Visitors enter, join 
the palms of their hands in the Sikh salutation Sat Sri Akal 
(Truth is the Immortal One!) to bid farewell to the deceased, 
and then seat themselves amongst the mourners. The chief 
mourners sit on the ground, around the dead body. The 
elderly or those who may be unable to sit on the ground or 
those who may not have known the deceased very well, can 
sit on chairs in an adjoining room. The floor is covered with 
clean white sheets where the mourners sit, but where the 
dead body is laid out for people to pay their last respects, the 
floor is naturally bare. 

 
Viewing the body, standing by it or sitting on the floor 
beside it for A few minutes, or then bowing one’s head at 
the foot of the bier in respect, finally leaving with hands 
folded as though in prayer is customary for Sikhs and 
Hindus alike. Relatives and friends, who cannot attend the 
cremation, register their presence quietly, offering their 
condolences silently, by sitting and listening to the prayers 
or kirtan (devotional singing of verses from the Granth 
Sahib), and by staying till the body is taken to the 
crematorium. 

 
It is customary to recite the Sukhmani Sahib (Hymn of 
Peace) when the body is laid out for family and friends 
to view, rather than indulge in useless talk, because these 
verses bring sukh (comfort) to the grieving, with the 
reminder that: 
bRhm igAwnI AhMbuiD iqAwgq ](273-8, gauVI suKmnI, 
mÚ5) 
The Brahm gyani (one who has come to an 
appreciation and understanding of the nature of 
God, Brahma) gives up his proud intellection. 
The Brahm gyani (one who is completely absorbed in 
God) detaches himself from the world and becomes like 
the lotus, sdw inrlyp (forever unsullied), looking upon all 
as equals: 
jYsy rwj rMk kau lwgY quil pvwn ](272-13, gauVI suKmnI,mÚ5) 
Like the wind that touches the king and beggar equally. 
In suffering one recognises own ignorance and 
powerlessness. When one is ‘beside oneself’ with grief, one 
tends not to dwell on one’s individuality, but sympathises 
with the common lot. 
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Even though prayers are not being recited in the presence of 
the Granth Sahib, the dignity and decorum of the Sikh forms 
of worship are maintained by all mourners and those who 
have come to offer their condolences. It is advisable to play 
a recording of the Sukhmani Sahib or the jaap mantra: ‘Sat 
Naam Wahe Guru’ in the background, to console family 
members and help them avoid extremes of pain and sadness. 

 
A bhai ji may be called from the local gurdwara and 
requested to recite the Sukhmani Sahib, if family members 
are not up to the task. (Bhai ji is a word used to address a 
gurdwara functionary or custodian, a granthi, raagi (kirtan 
singer) or dhadi (itinerant singer of Sikh tradition.) Audible 
recitation of Sukhmani Sahib takes at least forty-five 
minutes. Kirtan is also appropriate. A gutka, a small prayer 
book, bearing a selection of key verses and the text of 
Ardas, is used and the appropriate prayers recited. 
Says Guru Arjun Dev: 
suKdwqw BY BMjno iqsu AwgY kir Ardwis ] (44-16, sRIrwgu, mÚ 
5) Stand before the Giver of Peace, Destroyer of Fear, and 
do Ardas (formal entreaty). 

 
In the Sikh tradition lay persons can perform all ritual 
prayers and practices. As loud lamentation and other 
publicly expressed forms of grief are now frowned upon, 
recitation of Gurbani is the sole relief from tears or shock. 
Both men and women keep their heads covered in the 
presence of the bier and within hearing of kirtan or 
recitations from the Nit Nem (a selection of Daily Prayers 
of the Sikhs). 

 
FOOD RESTRICTIONS 

No food or drink is offered to anybody or consumed by 
anybody in the presence of the dead body. Water may be 
offered in hot weather. 
By ancient custom in all Indian communities, the kitchen fire 
is not lit on the day a death occurs in the home. No food is 
cooked on the day, and although there is kirtan and Ardas, 
karah parshad (consecrated food offered as holy sustenance) 
is not cooked or distributed at this time. 

 
Neighbours, friends or those relatives who are not members 
of the immediate family, may bring tea and offer it to the 
grieving. If the wait for the departure to the cremation 
ground is long members of the extended family may go 
home to sleep and eat or bring some simple vegetarian food 
for family members of the deceased who for health reasons 
may need to eat. If the wait is overnight, the spouse and 
children of the dead keep vigil by the dead body all night. 
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They may take turns to do so but it is considered bad form to 
leave the dead body unattended at any time. 

 
THE ARTHI 

The body is tied (with sutli, red cotton thread of many 
strands) to a bamboo scaffold, known as arthi (when it is 
used for funerary purpose), so that it is not dislocated from 
it, when the arthi is lifted or lowered. Garlands of flowers 
are draped and often tied into place over the dead body so 
that they remain intact during its placing in the hearse and its 
removal, and during the journey to the cremation site. (No 
flowers are taken to the cremation ground by those relatives 
and friends who are reaching there directly.) 

 
The wooden frame, constructed with split bamboo like a 
short ladder, is purchased from shops dealing solely with 
funerary goods, such as white cotton sheets, rope to bind the 
corpse to the bamboo board or frame, ghee, ritual offerings 
for the pyre (similar to offerings made during a havan), and 
other items, such as ganga- jal, camphor, black and white 
sesame, betel-nut, cardamom, jau flour, coconut, incense, 
many of which are not used by Sikhs. 

 
Little personal attention can be paid at this stage by the 
widow or widower—funerary purchases, for example, are 
left to friends or associates to perform, those closest to the 
departed remaining grieving, but non-participating, 
observers throughout. Of course, the nature of the 
relationship with the deceased will determine the behaviour 
of immediate family members. 
The body is also covered also with a shawl or cloth 
appropriate to the status of the deceased— offering of a 
shawl as a mark of respect is made by senior family 
members of the wife of the deceased, and the wife of the son 
of the deceased. Flowers and garlands brought by friends and 
colleagues are quietly laid around the body, with a final bow 
and pranam. Flowers for the bier are arranged by the family. 
Garlands are neatly laid over the dead body and around the 
face. The face is kept uncovered throughout, unless there are 
exceptional reasons, such as extreme disfigurement, for 
doing otherwise. 

 
The principle behind the ancient practice of ‘dressing’ of 
the dead body is that Agni Deva (Hindu Fire God), who 
acts as a medium between man and the gods, is being made 
a last devotional offering. Cremation purifies the jiv for its 
passage to another state of existence. 

 
THE PROCESSION 
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The dead body is not taken for cremation till Ardas, a formal 
petitioning of the Almighty through words said to be laid 
down in the Rehat Maryada from the time of Guru Gobind 
Singh, is recited and permission to embark on the dead 
person’s final journey is taken. 

 
The bier is then lifted and carried on the shoulders of close, 
male relatives, or any other male who may have had a 
special relationship with the deceased and is strong enough 
to bear the burden. Elderly male relatives, such as an older 
brother, may symbolically assist, thereby showing respect 
for the dead and ceremoniously lend a shoulder. It is an 
honour for the living to register their profound recognition of 
the awesome force of death in social living. Household 
attendants might lend a hand out of respect to their departed 
master but the task may not be left to them alone. 

 
Sheikh Farid paints the scene almost eight hundred years ago: 
mlkl mauq jW AwvsI sB drvwjy BMin ] (1383-6, 
slok, syK PrId jI) 
When the Angel of Death comes, breaking down all doors 
iqn@w ipAwirAw BweIAW AgY idqw bMin@ ] (1383-7, slok, syK 
PrId jI) 
In front of his beloved brothers, he ties him up 
vyKhu bMdw cilAw chu jixAw dY kMin@ ] (1383-7, 
slok, syK PrId jI) 
Look, the man is being carried away on the shoulders of 
four men (pall-bearers)! 

 
Even fifty years ago in North India it was common to see a 
small brass band leading the funeral procession of a man 
who had died at a ripe old age, and whose departure was 
thus to be honored, and mourners chanting Ram Ram or Ram 
Naam Satya Hai! (Kabir says Muslims call God ‘Khuda’ 
and Hindus call God ‘Ram’: this shows that in Kabir’s time, 
‘Ram’ was already a common way of referring to God, 
without reference to the divinized hero, Ramchandra, of the 
Ramayana epic). 

 
Relatives, neighbours and friends follow the bier, head 
covered, sometimes barefooted, till the shamshan bhoomi 
or crematorium is reached, or till the body is placed in a 
waiting vehicle to be transported to the cremation ground 
of the family’s choice.  
 
Traditionally, the arthi is carried on the shoulders of the 
chief male mourners and walked to the cremation site, 
though it is now more common to transport the bier in an 
ambulance or any vehicle. If a vehicle, such as a hearse 
provided by local authorities, is used for transportation, 
the eldest male relative (known as karta, who will 
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perform the last rites) and another family elder should 
accompany the bier or open casket. It is customary 
amongst some communities that only men attend the 
cremation but not amongst Sikhs. Other relatives, friends 
and those who wish to pay their last respects by attending 
the cremation, follow in cars behind the cortege. 

 
Those that remain at home will thoroughly clean the house 
and wash the floors where the corpse was bathed, and where 
it was laid for viewing. All bathe and wear fresh clothes. The 
cot, the bed, mat or any other spread or bedding on which the 
corpse was laid is discarded (to be given away quietly to 
anyone in need of the items). Relatives and friends help lay 
out new floor coverings, make bookings at a gurdwara for 
paathis and raagis (confirm the amount each is to be paid, 
etc), and thus prepare for the prayers that are to commence 
after the cremation. This could be an Akhand Paath or a 
Sadharan Paath. If the paath is to begin the next day, the 
time prior to that is filled with kirtan or Japji Sahib paath or 
Sukhmani Sahib paath or any other paath. 

 
LIGHTING THE PYRE 

Antim Sanskar, the last rites of the Sikhs, is performed by 
cremating the deceased. The ceremonies at the cremation 
ground relate to the disposing of the mortal remains of the 
deceased by open-air burning with wooden logs of mixed 
wood, mostly mango, at a site designated by local 
authorities, or by incineration in the local electric 
crematorium. 

 
The medieval saint Bhagat Ravidas comments on the 
cremation of the dead body: the body is weak like a wall 
made of straw whilst alive and when burnt, the straw turns to 
soil (maati): 
iehu qnu AYsw jYsy Gws kI twtI ] (794-5, sUhI, Bgq 
rivdws jI) 
jil gieE Gwsu ril gieE mwtI ]1] rhwau ] (794-5, 
sUhI, Bgq rivdws jI) 

Although a common cremation ground is used, Sikh rites 
differ from Hindu rites, being essentially simpler in ritual 
and oriented mainly towards the recitation of certain 
obligatory prayers (Guru Nanak’s Japji Sahib and Kirtan 
Sohila) before the pyre is lit. 

 
Since antiquity, fire, whether in the cosmic form of the sun 
or in its household form, has been deemed sacred in religion 
and philosophy and has, therefore, been the recipient of 
sacrificial offerings. In the Vedic scriptures, Agni is the 
goddess of fire, who conveys offerings to the gods. Hindus 
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have always adopted cremation, that is, the burning of the 
corpse at a designated place, as a means of disposal of the 
dead body, and all other religions birthed in India have 
followed suit. 

 
The body is brought into the crematorium or cremation site 
feet- first, according to custom, and placed with feet toward 
the south on the pyre, a raised platform of wood logs and 
dried grass (which has been cut from grain fields, dhaan ki 
kheti). A cremation can cost anywhere from five thousand to 
five lakh rupees---logs of sandalwood being the main 
expense at the top of the range. 

 
LAST PRAYERS 

 
When the body has been laid on the pyre, it is time for the 
last prayers. Those gathered begin praying the Japji Sahib, a 
designated Bhai ji or person leading the prayer, which may 
be difficult for close family members to voice. Then the 
chief mourner takes the flaming twigs of holy kusha grass 
from the pandit and lights fire to the pyre upon which the 
dead body has been laid. He walks around the pyre counter 
clockwise, starting at the feet, lighting it from all sides, 
symbolically, as the actual task of ensuring a good blaze is 
left to the doms (the so-called ‘low caste’ functionaries who 
live at the cremation sites and tend funeral pyres) 

 
According to Hindu tradition, the deceased is, now, an 
offering to Agni, the fire god, who conveys it to the 
pretaloka (the world of ghosts and spirits), then pitraloka 
(the heavens, the world of ancestors). The chief mourner 
may also find himself called upon to perform the Hindu rite 
of kapälakriyä, the rite of the skull, or cracking the skull 
with a long bamboo stick, to release the soul from 
entrapment in the body. After the cremation, the ashes are 
thrown into a river, which flows into an ocean, ideally the 
holy Ganges. 

 
I recount some common rites in the Hindu tradition, which 
are performed at the crematorium regardless of the religion 
of the dead, and without the officiants believing they need 
anybody’s consent, before they carry them out. Sikhs may 
unwittingly be pushed into performing these rituals in the 
emotionally charged confusion of Indian cremation sites, 
but wise counsel from elders and friends to desist from 
participating in meaningless rituals, can prevent this from 
happening. 

 
Close friends and relatives return to the home of the 
deceased (but other mourners return to their own homes as 
the cremation ritual is considered unclean and polluting). 
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Not only the job of clearing up after the pre-cremation 
rituals, but also the desire to provide comfort by their 
company, to make sure they eat something after having a 
bath and changing their clothes, as food is not cooked in the 
kitchen of the deceased, but food partaken which is brought 
by relatives and friends, as also to guide them regarding the 
Akhand Paath which is to be begun the next day. 

 
Historically, Hindu cremations took place on the banks 
(ghats) of the Ganges in India, as a consequence of which it 
has become the most polluted river in the world. It would be 
better, as Guru Nanak says, to bathe in the river of truth and 
cleanse oneself: scu qIriQ nwvhu hir gux gwvhu 
 
The officiant at the cremation is notionally the eldest son 
who presides, with the hereditary priests (pandit) and doms 
overseeing the activities. In effect, it is they who preside 
over all the Hindu funeral rites, leading the family and other 
mourners in the conduct of various rituals, for example, 
Hindus place a few spoons of ganga jal (water from the 
Ganges) and some grains of white rice into the mouth of the 
corpse, to provide it sustenance for its onward travel.  
 
The corpse is covered with logs of wood by the doms. Then 
the karta performs the ritual circling of the pyre three times, 
counter-clockwise, before lighting it with a flaming torch 
(provided by the dom) whose work is hereditary and who is 
responsible for ritually providing the burning torch from the 
agni kund (auspicious fire burning in ritual receptacle). He 
administers the burning torch of dhaan ghas (provided along 
with the wood) to the pyre to set it aflame. Two or three 
doms oversee and ensure complete burning of the body, 
which takes two to four hours. 

 
At this point, if the body has been brought to an electric 
crematorium, the officiant (who is a pandit) places the body 
on a platform that on the press of a button is transported into 
the cremation chamber (incinerator) feet-first. When the 
body has been fully cremated, according to the officiant or 
dom present, the family of the deceased is informed and all 
gather for Ardas before returning to the home of the 
deceased. 

 
COMMON CREMATION GROUND 

All communities that cremate their dead have had one 
common cremation ground, traditionally on the outskirts of 
the town, but now conveniently located in different parts of 
a town or city, and Sikhs have never raised the question of a 
separate site for cremation. 
Sikhs living abroad are concerned to cremate in the 
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customary manner, to observe norms of ritual dressing of 
the corpse before its burning and to comply with the laws of 
the foreign lands in which they live—as when they have to 
cremate the body wherever there is an incinerator and not 
necessarily in a place designated for cremating Hindus. 
The cardinal difference in Sikh and Hindu rites at the 
cremation site is the difference in prayers and the 
community observances while these are being recited.  
 
Aink jqn kir kwieAw pwlI ] (325-13, gauVI, kbIr jI)  
With many efforts I nurtured my body, 
mrqI bwr Agin sMig jwlI ]2] (325-14, gauVI, 
kbIr jI) But when it came to the time of death, it 
burned with fire. coAw cMdnu mrdn AMgw ] (325-14, 
gauVI, kbIr jI) 
Oil (of agarwood) and paste (of sandalwood) I massaged 
on my limbs, 
so qnu jlY kwT kY sMgw ]3] (325-14, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
The same body burned along with dry wood (used in 
funeral pyres). 
khu kbIr sunhu ry gunIAw ] (325-15, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
Says Kabir, listen, my good man: 
ibnsYgo rUpu dyKY sB dunIAw ]4]11] (325-15, gauVI, 
kbIr jI) 
Your beautiful form will be destroyed—and the whole 
world will be watching. 

 
According to Indian law the body of a citizen must be 
cremated only at the MCD shamshan ghat or electric 
crematorium, or special permission has to be obtained for 
cremating elsewhere, as in the case of a national leader like 
MK Gandhi who was cremated at Rajghat, and the site was 
built into a memorial. The armed forces have their own 
cremation ground because of the need for space and 
facilities required for ceremonials that attend funerals of 
high officers and war heroes. 

 
Other relatives, friends and those who wish to pay their 
last respects by attending the cremation, follow in cars 
behind the cortege. 
 
AMq bwr nwnk ibnu hir jI koaU kwim n AwieE ]3]12]139] 
(634-5, soriT, mhlw 9) 
Says Guru Tegh Bahadur, who preached asceticism 
(vairagya), in the end, except for the Lord, no one (to 
whom we ever formed an attachment) comes to our aid. 
Recite Kirtan Sohila, followed by Ardas (invocation) for the 
peace of the departed soul and fortitude for the family to 
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bear their loss and accept their fate as ordained by the 
Almighty. 

 
The prayer Sohila (Paean to the Almighty) was first termed 
Arati Sohila because like the Arati in Hindu ritual worship, 
it was sung at the close of day. The verses of Sohila are a 
selection from the Guru Granth Sahib. They form a 
necessary final prayer before the dead body is cremated. 
Guru Amar Das uses the word ‘sohila’ also for a wedding 
song or song of rejoicing sung at the mystic marriage, union 
with God: 
hm Gry swcw soihlw swcY sbid suhwieAw rwm ] 
(439-12, Awsw, mÚ 3) 
In my home (inner self) is the true Sohila (wedding 
song), the beautiful True Word 
Dn ipr mylu BieAw pRiB Awip imlwieAw rwm ] 
(439-13, Awsw, mÚ 3) 
The bride has met her Husband-Lord; the Lord 
Himself has brought them together. 
Guru Nanak says there is but one Lord, all humankind 
is His spouse: 
Twkuru eyku sbweI nwir ] (933-12, rwmklI dKxI, mÚ 1) 
Human beings search for God but there is a limit to what 
they can discover. At some point their search has coincided 
with a revealing of Himself by God, as witnessed by 
spiritually enlightened masters through the ages. Without the 
Lord’s aagya to be understood and appreciated, it would be 
impossible for the bride to know Him and be united with 
Him. 
 
Guru Nanak says the mystic wedding occurs in death, 
which is an unveiling and discovery of that which is 
concealed and beyond logic, hence the verses of rejoicing: 
sMbiq swhw iliKAw imil kir pwvhu qylu ] (12-14, 
gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
The year, the auspicious day, of my wedding is pre-
ordained. Gather together for (the ritual act of) pouring 
oil. 
dyhu sjx AsIsVIAw ijau hovY swihb isau mylu ]3] (12-14, gauVI  
dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
My friends give me your blessings (asees, a request to a 
person, usually an elder, to ask God to bestow favor) so 
that I may meet my Lord. 

 
SOHILA 

 
Guru Amar Das says by means of the everlasting sohila God 
communicates with His creatures. The search by mortals 
does coincide at some point with God’s gracious revealing 
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of Himself. sbdo suhwvw sdw soihlw siqgurU suxwieAw ] (919-
5, rwmklI, mÚ 3) 
The sohila (song of praise) made everlastingly beautiful by the 
Shabad is uttered by Satguru. 
eyhu iqn kY mMin visAw ijn Durhu iliKAw AwieAw ] (919-5, 
rwmklI, mÚ 3) 
It abides in the minds of those in whose destiny (for 
understanding and appreciation of the nature of God) it has 
been written. 
 
The following lines first appear on Ang 12 and then are 
repeated on Ang 157 of the Granth Sahib, perhaps as a 
pointer to their importance and their liturgical function, 
being placed as they are immediately after the opening 
verses of Guru Nanak’s Japji Sahib:  
soihlw rwgu gauVI dIpkI mhlw 1 (12-10) 
Sohila (Song of Praise) Raag Gauri Deepki, First Mahala 
 
<> siqgur pRswid ] (12-10) 
One Universal Creator known by the grace of 
Satguru  
jY Gir kIriq AwKIAY krqy kw hoie bIcwro ] (12-11, 
gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
In that being where praises are sung and the Divine Doer is 
contemplated 
iqqu Gir gwvhu soihlw isvirhu isrjxhwro ]1] 
(12-11, gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
In that inner dwelling place sing the sohila, remember the Creator. 
qum gwvhu myry inrBau kw soihlw ] (12-12, gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
Sing the sohila of my Fearless Lord! 
hau vwrI ijqu soihlY sdw suKu hoie ]1] rhwau ] 
(12-12, gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
I sacrifice myself (am beholden) to the sohila that always comforts 
(brings peace forever). 
inq inq jIAVy smwlIAin dyKYgw dyvxhwru ] (12-13, 
gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
Day after day He fosters jivs—the Great Giver will watch over all! 
qyry dwnY kImiq nw pvY iqsu dwqy kvxu sumwru ]2] (12-
13, gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
Your gifts are priceless, who can compare with the 
Giver? sMbiq swhw iliKAw imil kir pwvhu qylu ] (12-
14, gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
The auspicious day of my wedding is pre-ordained, gather and 
pour oil in the doorway (ancient rite of welcome). 
dyhu sjx AsIsVIAw ijau hovY swihb isau mylu ]3] 
(12-14, gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
Give, my friend, your blessings, that I may unite with my Lord. 
Gir Gir eyho pwhucw sdVy inq pvMin ] (12-15, gauVI 
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dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
Into each and every heart it reaches, this summons (of 
death) is sent out daily. 
sdxhwrw ismrIAY nwnk sy idh AwvMin ]4]1] (12-16, 
gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
Remember the Summoner, says Nanak, that day is drawing 
near! From the references to Sohila in the Janam-Sakhis it 
has been inferred that it serves an important function. The 
Janam-sakhis are prose narratives in Punjabi of the birth 
and life of Guru Nanak (1469-1539), the earliest 
compilation being made a few years after the death of Guru 
Gobind Singh. 

 
In his translation of the B40 Janam-sakhi the New Zealand 
scholar, WH McLeod, says: ‘The prominence accorded the 
five Shabads by their inclusion as a group at the beginning of 
the Adi Granth (in addition to inclusion under their 
respective ragas) indicates that they must have been intended 
to serve some liturgical purpose.’ The Rahit Maryada makes 
this function explicit by advocating the recitation of Kirtan 
Sohila before the pyre is lit. 

 
Traditionally, Kirtan Sohila is part of the Nitnem (the daily 
prayers) a Sikh must perform. It is to be recited at the end of 
the evening prayer Rehras or before sleeping. In the B40 
Janam-Sakhi (translated by WH McLeod) Baba Nanak says: 
‘Recite the Arati when you are about to sleep, son. The Sikh 
who goes to sleep after reciting hearing the Arati will find 
union with the Guru.’ This injunction to recite ‘Arati Sohila’ 
is appended to Illustration 56 in the Janam-Sakhi. 
Illustration 57 is titled ‘Death of Baba Nanak.’ Thus, the 
prayer at the close of each day is a reminder to us of the 
close of our life. This would appear to be the import of the 
narrative which places the exhortation to recite the Sohila 
just before the account of Guru Nanak’s death. 

 
The full text is as follows: 
jY Gir kIriq AwKIAY krqy kw hoie bIcwro ] (12-11, 
gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
iqqu Gir gwvhu soihlw isvirhu isrjxhwro ]1] 
(12-11, gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
qum gwvhu myry inrBau kw soihlw ] (12-12, gauVI 
dIpkI, mÚ1) 
hau vwrI ijqu soihlY sdw suKu hoie ]1] rhwau ] 
(12-12, gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
inq inq jIAVy smwlIAin dyKYgw dyvxhwru ] (12-13, 
gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
qyry dwnY kImiq nw pvY iqsu dwqy kvxu sumwru ]2] 
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(12-13, gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
sMbiq swhw iliKAw imil kir pwvhu qylu ] (12-14, 
gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
dyhu sjx AsIsVIAw ijau hovY swihb isau mylu ]3] 
(12-14, gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
Gir Gir eyho pwhucw sdVy inq pvMin ] (12-15, gauVI 
dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
sdxhwrw ismrIAY nwnk sy idh AwvMin ]4]1] (12-16, 
gauVI dIpkI, mÚ 1) 
 
rwgu Awsw mhlw 1 ] (12-16) 
Raag Aasa, First Mahala 
iCA Gr iCA gur iCA aupdys ] (12-16, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
There are six schools of philosophy, six gurus and six teachings. 
guru guru eyko vys Anyk ]1] (12-17, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
But the Guru of gurus (spiritual teachers) who appear in 
many forms is the One. 

bwbw jY Gir krqy kIriq hoie ] (12-17, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Baba, in that place where the Creator is praised 
so Gru rwKu vfweI qoie ]1] rhwau ] (12-17, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Keep me there (in body and within): it is a demonstration 
of your greatness 
ivsuey cisAw GVIAw phrw iQqI vwrI mwhu hoAw ] 
(12-18, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
The seconds, minutes and hours, days, weeks and months exist 
sUrju eyko ruiq Anyk ] (12-18, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
There is only one sun but many seasons 
nwnk krqy ky kyqy vys ]2]2] (13-1, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Nanak, the Creator appears in countless revelations of Himself 
rwgu DnwsrI mhlw 1 ] (13-1) 
Raag Dhanasri, First Mahala: 
ggn mY Qwlu riv cMdu dIpk bny qwirkw mMfl jnk moqI ] 
(13- 1, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
Upon the plate of the sky are placed the sun and moon as 
lamps, the starry orbs appear as pearls 
DUpu mlAwnlo pvxu cvro kry sgl bnrwie PUlq joqI 
]1] (13-2, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
Sandalwood tree-filled mountains are the incense, the wind 
waves the whisk, the entire vegetation is made to flower by 
the Luminous Lord. 
kYsI AwrqI hoie ] Bv KMfnw qyrI AwrqI ] (13-3, 
DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
How should the Aarti (ritual worship at twilight with oil 
lamps) be performed? O Destroyer of our comings and 
goings (birth and death). 
Anhqw sbd vwjMq ByrI ]1] rhwau ] (13-3, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
The mystical shabda (music inaccessible to ordinary 
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hearing) plays the rounds within (like temple drummers 
moving in circles). 
The devotee reaches the highest meditative sphere, where 
form cognizable by the senses does not exist; he 
experiences the mystical sabda (Word, primordial 
vibration) and the illumination associated with the anahata 
(the heart chakra in Naad yoga in which is heard without 
audition the music of Naad Brahman). 
 
The designation of a particular musical measure or tone 
(raag) to each and every composition in the Granth Sahib 
is unparalleled and deserves the serious attention of Sikh 
scholars and musicologists, which because of my 
ignorance I have been most regrettably unable to attempt. 
 
rwgu nwdu sBu scu hY kImiq khI n jwie ] (1423-18, 
slok vwrW qy vDIk, mÚ 4) 
Raag and Naad is truth, of value inexpressible. 
Naad is the mystic sound, resounding from the primal 
sound or first vibration, Ik Oankar, from which all 
creation has sprung. shs qv nYn nn nYn hih qoih kau shs 
mUriq nnw eyk quohI ] 
(13-3, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
You have thousands of eyes, yet You have none. You have 
thousands of forms, yet not one is Yours. 
shs pd ibml nn eyk pd gMD ibnu shs qv gMD iev 
clq mohI ]2] (13-4, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
You have thousands of Lotus Feet and yet You do not have 
one. You have no nose, yet You discern thousands of 
scents, that (such miraculous attributes) are entrancing. 
sB mih joiq joiq hY soie ] (13-5, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
In all there is the Light—You are that Light. 
iqs dY cwnix sB mih cwnxu hoie ] (13-5, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
By the illumination of which all have light within. 
gur swKI joiq prgtu hoie ] (13-6, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
By the Guru’s true Teaching the Light becomes manifest. 
jo iqsu BwvY su AwrqI hoie ]3] (13-6, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
That (expression of adoration) which pleases You is Aarti. 
hir crx kvl mkrMd loiBq mno Anidnuo moih AwhI 
ipAwsw ] (13-6, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
My heart is enticed by the nectar of His Lotus Feet. Day and 
night, I thirst for Him. 
ik®pw jlu dyih nwnk swirMg kau hoie jw qy qyrY nwie vwsw 
]4]3] (13-7, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
Have mercy, bestow water, Nanak, to the song-bird 
(chatrik) so that it may live in Your Name (be saved, 
according to the myth that one drop, from the clouds alone, 
suffices to quench its thirst). 
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This verse is repeated in the Granth Sahib, Ang 663, at the 
beginning of the composition in Raag Dhanasri, known as 
Aarti. 
Traditionally, the Aarti is prayer (devotional singing) 
practiced by Hindus as a twilight ritual. At sunset, hand-held 
oil-lamps are lit and waved by pujaris in adoration before 
gods, before the deities are put to sleep. The Aarti at 
Varanasi (Benares in the Granth Sahib), on the ghats of the 
river Ganga, is an unbroken tradition for hundreds of years. 
Temple bells are struck and flower petals showered on the 
idols at the conclusion of the Aarti—all such observances 
being mentioned in Guru Nanak’s composition, but 
repudiated in favour of Naam. The incidentals of the rituals 
of adoration, such as flowers, incense, conch shells and oil 
lamps, are also replaced—-by cosmic nature: the sun, moon, 
stars, wind and water. 
 
rwgu gauVI pUrbI mhlw 4 ] (13-8) 
Raag Gauri Purabi, Fourth Mahala: 
kwim kroiD ngru bhu BirAw imil swDU KMfl KMfw hy ] 
(13-8, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 4) 
The town is full of lust and anger, meeting the sadhu 
(ascetic, without ties and material concerns) the realm of 
vices is smashed into pieces. 
pUrib ilKq ilKy guru pwieAw min hir ilv mMfl mMfw hy 
]1] (13-9, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 4) 
By what is written (the karmic account of the past) the 
Guru is found. 
The heart is adorned, conferred grace and honour, in Hari’s 
realm of one-pointed contemplation (liv). 
kir swDU AMjulI punu vfw hy ] (13-9, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 4) 
Bow before the sadhu with your offering (in your cupped 
hands): the merit of this act is great. 
kir fMfauq punu vfw hy ]1] rhwau ] (13-10, gauVI 
pUrbI, mÚ 4) 
Prostrate yourself (with forehead, chest, palms, knees 
and feet touching the ground): this is an act of great 
merit. 
swkq hir rs swdu n jwixAw iqn AMqir haumY kMfw hy ] 
(13- 10, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 4) 
The sakata (unbeliever, immoral, fallen person) has not 
known the taste of love for the Lord. In him is the thorn of 
egotism. 
ijau ijau clih cuBY duKu pwvih jmkwlu shih isir fMfw hy 
]2] (13-11, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 4) 

As he walks the prickings (of ego) cause suffering, the 
threat of Death’s rod (danda) is on his head. 
hir jn hir hir nwim smwxy duKu jnm mrx Bv KMfw hy ] 
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(13- 11, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 4) 
The servant of the Lord is absorbed in chanting His Name, 
misery arising from birth and death (metempsychosis) is 
destroyed. 
AibnwsI purKu pwieAw prmysru bhu soB KMf bRhmMfw hy 
]3] (13-12, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 4) 
Having found the Imperishable Primal Being (Purakha), 
the Supreme God (Parmeshwara), who is the 
magnificence of the earthly and heavenly realms. 
hm grIb mskIn pRB qyry hir rwKu rwKu vf vfw hy ] (13-
13, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 4) 
We are poor and lowly followers of Thine! Protect us, O 
Greatest of the Great! 
jn nwnk nwmu ADwru tyk hY hir nwmy hI suKu mMfw hy 
]4]4] (13-13, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 4) 
Servant Nanak says the Name sustains us, is our chief 
support, by the Lord’s Name bliss is experienced. 
rwgu gauVI pUrbI mhlw 5 ] (13-14) 
Raag Gauri Purabi, Fifth Mahala 
krau byn¼qI suxhu myry mIqw sMq thl kI bylw ] (13-
14, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 5) 
I beseech you, listen, my friends, now is the time to 
serve the saints. 
eIhw Kwit clhu hir lwhw AwgY bsnu suhylw ]1] (13-
15, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 5) 
Earn (the Name of) the Lord as your profit here, then 
hereafter you will exist in a state of bliss. 
AauD GtY idnsu rYxwry ] mn gur imil kwj svwry ]1] 
rhwau ] (13-15, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 5) 
Your time (on earth) is diminishing day and night. United 
with the Guru, the munn resolves all matters and 
endeavours. 
iehu sMswru ibkwru sMsy mih qirE bRhm igAwnI ] 
(13-16, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 5) 
The world lives in sin and fear, the Brahm gyani (one 
who has knowledge of the nature of God) is redeemed. 
ijsih jgwie pIAwvY iehu rsu AkQ kQw iqin jwnI ]2] (13-17, gauVI 
pUrbI, mÚ 5) 
The one awakened by the Lord and given the 
sublime nectar to drink comes to understand His 
untellable tale. 
Akath is that which cannot be the subject of a katha (tale) 
which cannot be told. 
jw kau Awey soeI ibhwJhu hir gur qy mnih bsyrw ] 
(13-17, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 5) 
Purchase only that for which you have come, and by favour 
of the Guru, the Lord will dwell within your mind. 
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inj Gir mhlu pwvhu suK shjy bhuir n hoiego Pyrw ]3] 
(13- 18, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 5) 
Within your home (self, body) find the palace of the in-
dwelling Lord, through consciousness of sahaj (equipoise, 
the ultimate nature of the self) and you will not return (be 
consigned again to the wheel of reincarnation). Mahala is 
also the communion that is transmitted mystically from one 
(atma swarup) to another, as in the succession of the Sikh 
Gurus. 
AMqrjwmI purK ibDwqy srDw mn kI pUry ] (13-18, 
gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 5) 
O All-Knowing Primal Being, Ruler of Destinies, fulfil the 
heart’s faith and devotion. 
Purakh or Purusa is, in one of the early creation myths of 
the Hindu Vedas, the primal man from whose body the 
universe was created. 
 
Purusa is core spirit, one of the pair of opposites into which 
the Oneness of the universe divides on manifestation, the 
other being Prakriti, original procreator of the experiential 
world of mind and matter. Buddhist philosophy, however, 
views this duality as ‘falsely imagined’. 
nwnk dwsu iehY suKu mwgY mo kau kir sMqn kI DUry ]4]5] 
(13- 19, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 5) 
Slave Nanak asks only for this happiness: make me the dust 
of the feet of saints. 

 
After Kirtan Sohila the concluding shlok or stanza, written 
by Guru Angad Dev, which appears at the end of Guru 
Nanak’s Japji Sahib, is recited, beginning: 
pauxu gurU pwxI ipqw mwqw Driq mhqu ] (146-14, mwJ, mÚ 2) 
The air is the Guru, water is the Father, and the earth the great Mother. 
idnsu rwiq duie dweI dwieAw KylY sgl jgqu ] (146-
15, mwJ, mÚ 2) 
Day and night are the female and male nurses, in whose 
lap the whole world plays. 
cMigAweIAw buirAweIAw vwcy Drmu hdUir ] (146-15, mwJ, 
mÚ 2) (Moral) virtues and defects are read out by 
Dharma Rai. krmI Awpo AwpxI ky nyVY ky dUir ] (146-16, 
mwJ, mÚ 2) 
According to the karmas on one’s own account, some are 
close to God, some distant. 
ijnI nwmu iDAwieAw gey mskiq Gwil ] (146-16, mwJ, mÚ2) 
Those who have meditated on the Naam and toiling in 
its love departed 
nwnk qy muK aujly hor kyqI CutI nwil ]2] (146-17, mwJ, 
mÚ 2) 
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Nanak, their faces are radiant (foreheads marked with 
signs of purity), how many are freed with them! 

 
The Ardas is led by a bhai ji or a senior or devout member of 
the family, maintaining proper etiquette (which is followed 
by all assembled), such as covering one’s head, standing 
barefoot, and remaining standing throughout the Ardas. Bhai 
jis from any gurdwara may be requested to reach the 
cremation ground at the appointed time to offer and lead the 
prayers if family members are not familiar with Sikh 
practices. Travel arrangements to and fro are made by the 
bereaved family for the one or more bhai jis required and 
they are paid for their time according to local practice of the 
gurdwara management committee. 

 
On request the same gurdwara will also arrange for raagis 
(singers of kirtan, usually three) to sing one shabad (hymn) 
in the hall adjoining the cremation site designated for 
assembly. This is the only place where chairs may be found 
for the infirm and elderly. No furniture such as tables and 
chairs are used in the area where the bodies are burnt. Kirtan 
not only provides solace to all it also ensures that the 
bereaved family is present at the crematorium for at least an 
hour after the flames have been lit to acknowledge the 
attendance of all who have taken the trouble to attend the 
cremation or who may have been delayed in arriving.  
 
The doms, who preside over the burning of the body in a 
traditional cremation with logs of wood, indicate to the 
family when the body has been satisfactorily lit from all 
sides and it is only a matter of time (usually three to four 
hours) before it is entirely reduced to ash. The family need 
not wait that long and normally those attending one funeral 
are pressed to make way for another. Water is the only 
available consumable and toilets are practically non-
existent. The suffering of the bereaved is augmented not 
reduced. 

 
The belief that the rites of death are to be endured as a 
calamity equal to death (to the parting from the dead) is 
widespread. From self-flagellation, to denial of food, drink 
and sex, the practices are many and varied, but Sikhs are 
admonished to observe only, and always, prayer (Naam). 

 
Weeping is proscribed by Guru Nanak for Sikhs who 
commit to obeying God: 
ijn@I pCwqw hukmu iqn@ kdy n rovxw ] (523-6, gUjrI, mÚ 5) 
Those who recognize the Lord’s Hukam they are never to 
weep and they will never weep because they have come 
into the protection of God through obedience. 
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moieAw kau ikAw rovhu roie n jwxhU ] (419-18, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Why do you weep for the dead? They do not know your weeping. 
rovhu scu slwih hukmu pCwxhU ]3] (419-18, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Weep when truly praising the Lord, recognizing the Hukam (Law). 

 
The Ardas is a supplicatory prayer that is recited daily by 
Sikhs, individually and in assemblies in gurdwaras. The 
Anand Sahib or Hymn of Bliss generally precedes Ardas, but 
it is not recited before the cremation. For a devout Sikh the 
Ardas is a must before the beginning and at the conclusion of 
any significant undertaking. 
 
Any man or woman, regardless of any social consideration, 
who is requested or appointed to lead the congregation’s 
petition, may recite Ardas. The text, with minor variations, 
follows the approved version and is found in all gutkas 
(small prayer books). For example, the following lines of the 
bhatts (panegyrists) Balwand and Satta, may or may not be 
added, but the first eight and the last two lines of the Ardas 
are unalterable: 
hovY isPiq KsMm dI nUru Arshu kurshu JtIAY ] 
(967-2, rwmklI, blvMif qy sqw) 
Where the Lord Master is praised, light rains down from the 
divine orb. 
quDu ifTy scy pwiqswh mlu jnm jnm dI ktIAY ] (967-3, 
rwmklI, blvMif qy sqw) 
A vision of Him, the True King, wipes out the filth of 
countless lives. 
(The practice of dropping on one’s knees and touching one’s 
forehead to the ground (matha tekna) is for practical reasons 
not followed at the cremation ground). 

 
Rising again on their feet they recite the concluding shlok 
of Guru Nanak’s Japji Sahib: 
pvxu gurU pwxI ipqw mwqw Driq mhqu ] (8-10, sloku) 
The air is the Guru, water the Father, and the earth the 
Great Mother of all. 
idvsu rwiq duie dweI dwieAw KylY sgl jgqu ] (8-11, 
sloku)  
Day and night are the two nurses, male and female, 
watch all creation at play. 
cMigAweIAw buirAweIAw vwcY Drmu hdUir ] (8-11, sloku) 
Virtues and vices, the Lord (Hazur) of Dharma (Kartar) 
reads the record. (Guru Nanak, Amulu Drmu Amulu dIbwxu His 
Dharma is priceless, priceless His Dewan of Justice.) 
krmI Awpo AwpxI ky nyVY ky dUir ] (8-12, sloku) 
According to their karmas, some are close (to God), 
some are distant. 
ijnI nwmu iDAwieAw gey mskiq Gwil ] (8-12, sloku) 



54  

Those who have meditated on the Naam (Simran or 
recollection of the Lord is the spiritual exercise of audibly or 
silently reciting His Names or mantric syllables such as 
Waheguru), they have departed after much endeavour, 
overcoming difficulties and hindrances. 
nwnk qy muK aujly kyqI CutI nwil ]1] (8-12, sloku) 
Nanak, their faces are radiant (in His Court) and so 
many have been saved along with them. 

 
Then a stanza composed by Munshi Sant Singh in 1865, extolling  
Guru Granth Sahib as the Guru of the Panth or Sikh community, 
is recited: 
ਆਿਗਆ ਭਈ ਅਕਾਲ ਕੀ ਤਬੀ ਚਲਾਇਓ ਪੰਥ । 

ਸਭ ਿਸਖਨ ਕੋ ਹੁਕਮ ਹੈ ਗੁਰੂ ਮਾਿਨਯ ੋਗ�ੰ ਥ । 

ਗੁਰੂ ਗ�ੰ ਥ ਜੀ ਮਾਿਨਯ ੋਪ�ਟ ਗੁਰ� ਕੀ ਦੇਹ । 

ਜੋ ਪ੍ਭ ਕੋ ਿਮਲਬ ੋਚਹੈ ਖੋਜ ਸ਼ਬਦ ਮ� ਲੇਹ । 
The Timeless One gave command: then commenced the 
Panth. All Sikhs are commanded to acknowledge the 
Granth as their Guru. 
Believe in Guru Granth ji, the manifest body of the Gurus 
The one who seeks union with God should seek and find 
Him in the Shabad. 

 
Finally, the following verse composed by Guru Gobind 
Singh is recited and the ascendancy of the Khalsa or 
Congregation of the Pure extolled: 
Raj karega Khalsa, aki rahe na koi 
Khuar huai sab milange, bacche sharan jo hoi 
The Khalsa will hold sway, none will be outside it 
After death we will all meet, those saved, who are 
in His protection. 
The Ardas then concludes with the jaikara: 
Boley So Nihal! 
He who takes the Name of God is 
uplifted, blessed and exalted! 
This is answered by the congregation’s response: 
Sat Sri Akal! 
True is the Immortal One! 

 
Followed by: 
Waheguru ji ka Khalsa! Waheguru ji ki fateh! 
The Khalsa is of Waheguru! Victory to Waheguru! 

 
THE ASHES 

 
The day after the cremation, the karta, with others, returns 
and collect the ashes to conduct the rite of phul chukna 
(collecting the bones and ashes from the site of cremation 
for immersion in a river). The bones and ashes of the 
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deceased are first sprinkled with milk to cool any remaining 
embers and then collected in a matki (small earthen pot) 
covered with a clean cloth and garland of flowers tied down 
with sutli or mauli. Officiants at the shamshan bhoomi 
collect them and hand them over to the karta and family of 
the deceased.  
 
The urn or container is kept covered at all times, till it is 
uncovered and emptied directly into the river waters. Ashes 
are taken by all communities and classes to Haridwar or 
another sacred place to be immersed in the Ganges. After 
this, the pinda-daan puja is performed by Brahmins. 
Traditionally, the ashes were immersed in the Ganges River, 
but now more and more rivers are becoming acceptable 
substitutes. 

 
Sikhs often choose the river Sutlej at Kiratpur Sahib 
where the ashes of Guru Hargobind were submerged. 
Now, any water body, like the Jumuna river edge at 
gurdwara Majnu ka Tilla, in Delhi, is thought a practical 
alternative. Sikh males are often known to assert their 
identity in the matter of marriage rites by refusing any 
other form of marriage except the Anand Karaj, a rite 
recognized by the Anand Bill in 1925. However, there is 
little assertion of separate identity in the rites of 
cremation to distinguish Sikh rites from those practiced 
by all other communities which cremate their dead.  
 
In India the same cremation ground is used by all, and the 
offerings made to the funeral pyre are not the subject of 
distinction between religions. 
The prayers recited before the pyre is lit and afterwards 
are different, but as far as the jobs of the pandit and dom 
are concerned, their rituals do not register differences and 
most Sikh families leave it to the hereditary priests 
officiating at the cremation ground to proceed as they 
think fit. 

 
INNER PILGRIMAGE 

In Vaar 1, Pauri 28, which deals with Guru Nanak’s journey 
to the Sumer mountain, where he came across a group of 
eighty-four siddhas (adepts possessing miraculous powers) 
and Gorakh, who had attained the tantric or yogic realization 
of Buddhahood, the Sidhas ask: 
AwKx isD sux bwilAw Apxw nW qum dyhu bqweI ] (1-28-6) 
bwbw AwKy nwQ jI nwnk nwm jpy gq pweI] (1-28-7) 
Listen Child, tell us your name. Baba says, Nath ji, it is 
Nanak, who chanting the Name has found salvation. 
nIc khwie aUc Gr AweI ]28] (1-28-8) 
Called lowly, yet he has arrived at a high place (the home 
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of the Most High). God-realization being a state beyond 
that of adoration, when there is no distinction between the 
seeker and the Sought. 

 
The Guru had taught that visiting places of pilgrimage, for 
example, the Kabah, place of Prophet Mohammed’s 
enlightenment, was fruitless without an inner 
transformation. It is the inner quest that is exemplified in 
the various Janam Sakhis (Puratan, Bala, Mani Singh). The 
first such record of Guru Nanak’s revelation and jal 
samadhi is in the 28th Vaar (a heroic ode of several 
stanzas) of Bhai Gurdas (1558-1637), nephew of Guru 
Amar Das (1479-1574). (Bhai meaning ‘brother’ was a title 
applied to Sikhs, notably Bhai Gurdas, who were of 
acknowledged learning and piety. ‘Through 
(worship)/constant thought of Divinity, identification 
(samadhi) is reached.’ (Patanjali) 

 
In Bhai Gurdas’account of Guru Nanak’s revelation in 
flowing waters, no point of which is fixed or ever the same, 
emphasizing that revelation may come anywhere, at any 
time. It is then linking the religious narrative or identity of a 
community with land, with a particular spot, as no 
enlightened master, not even the 39th Sakyamuni under a 
tree (in the desert, a sea of sand), received God’s voice in 
the same spot, in a place already designated as a holy site of 
worship or pilgrimage. 

 
There is a profound lesson in this sakhi of Sikh tradition: it is 
fruitless to build a memorial in moving water and precluded 
the possibility of his Sikhs ever doing so. Then again his first 
words: Na koi Hindu na koi Mussalman (There is no Hindu, 
no Mussalman), denied the truth of such named categories. 
With these words Guru Nanak was drawing attention to the 
impartation received by him at Sultanpur that the claims to 
truth made by various religions may appear to differ but in 
essence truth could well be the same. And this truth is 
metaphysical as well as moral. He was not only against false 
and immoral beliefs but also against false and immoral 
practices and conduct. His words Na koi Hindu, na koi 
Mussalman mean in truth Reality is One, all existences in 
time and space are One. His words do not deny the natural 
world or the humanity of human beings or their desires or 
their suffering and pain, as does the vain differentiation 
between Hindus and Muslims. 

 
Guru Nanak had experienced grace: he says conduct, 
aspiration, belief, have spiritual worth or otherwise, but 
only nadar (grace) brings us to the door of redemption: 
krmI AwvY kpVw ndrI moKu duAwru ] (2-5, jpu, mhlw 1) 
By virtue of karmas comes the garment (the physical form), 
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by favour of God, the door to final deliverance (moksha) 
from mortal existence. 

 
Some Janam-Sakhis narrate how Guru Nanak is led by His 
permission to the Divine Court of Akalpurakh who gives him 
his command: Ik Oankar (One Oankar or Primal Being; in 
Hinduism: Omkar, Om being the divine Word in Hindu sonic 
mysticism) and tells him to visit centres of pilgrimages and 
make people remember the Divine Name. 
isRsit aupwie rhy pRB CwjY ] (1028-4, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Creating (ideating) the Universe, God remains adorned 
throughout it (perceived by his creatures as ‘reality’, which 
is His being in its phenomenal aspect, known by His 
Names). 
paux pwxI bYsMqru gwjY ] (1028-4, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Air, water and fire resound with the presence of God. In the 
inseparable whole He reverberates as Word, mediating 
between the natural world of the elements and the inner 
dimension of the spirit, signifying the purposefulness which 
conceived this universe into existence. As anu (particle) the 
elements are eternal and He resounds eternally. 

 
Christians bury the body in the belief that on the Day of 
Judgment the dead body will be brought to life and judged—
whether the person will go to Heaven or to Hell. Hindus 
believe that the dead body is like a piece of cloth or a 
garment which has been discarded and that the dead are not 
going to be revived in the same body. 
There is no particular belief in the Day of Judgement: there 
is no eternal Heaven and no eternal Hell. 
 

kvnu nrku ikAw surgu ibcwrw sMqn doaU rwdy ] (969-16, 
rwmklI, kbIr jIau) 
Which hell, what reflections on heaven? The saints reject 
them both. 
Says Kabir in the Granth Sahib, I am not concerned with life 
after death (with heaven or hell) but with the monstrous 
enemy Kaal with whom Kabir, following the Siddhas and 
Yogis of old, has engaged in battle and won since he has 
fathomed the mystery of life and death. Secret of victory lies 
hidden within man where Kaal cannot find it. 

 
Guru Nanak passed away at the age of seventy, and 
according to the Vilayatwali Janam Sakhi a quarrel arose 
between his Hindu and Muslim followers whether his earthly 
remains should be cremated or buried (a similar account 
exists of a dispute having arisen after Kabir’s death between 
his Hindu and Muslim followers). The Hindus and members 
of the nascent Sikh community claimed him as their Guru, 
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while Muslims claimed him as their Pir (spiritual teacher in 
Persian), each wanting to perform the last rites according to 
their religious custom. 

 
When the cloth (shroud) was lifted the body of Guru Nanak 
was no more to be seen. With motifs of resurrection, as in 
Semitic religions, and reincarnation, as in Hindu beliefs, the 
Sakhi relates how half the sheet is cremated. (In the Gita 
Lord Arjun says the dead body is like a piece of cloth, a cast-
off garment.) And the other half is buried. No evidence of 
this burial remains. The Ravi has been changing its course 
for several centuries. In any case Sikhs are forbidden to 
make pilgrimages to tombs. Attempts to designate a spot are 
deemed retrograde and to raise a temple there, immoral. 

 
HIS IMMANENCE 

 
Says Bhagat Namdev: 
sBu goibMdu hY sBu goibMdu hY goibMd ibnu nhI koeI ] 
(485-3, Awsw, Bgq nwmdyv jI) 
God is everything, God is everything, without God there is 
no one. God is present to us as the very ground or root (mul) 
of our being, the primary cause (Karankaran), and in this 
sense as Karta. ‘When the Absolute Being is styled the 
creator, the expansion of the same into a plurality of forms is 
thereby meant…’ (Ernest Trumpp)  
And we are infinitely transcended. Our finite being is 
continuous with the infinity of Being (as waves), says 
Bhagat Namdev: 
jl qrMg Aru Pyn budbudw jl qy iBMn n hoeI ] (485-4, 
Awsw, Bgq nwmdyv jI) 
The waves of the water, the foam and bubbles, are not 
distinct from the water. The manifest world unites with 
Him. 
psirE Awip hoie Anq qrMg ] (275-8, gauVI suKmnI,  
mÚ 5) 
He pervades all creation like endless waves (in the ocean). 
So to know God, to love him, means to overcome our 
estrangement from the ground of our very being. He is 
immanent and should not be sought outside us as an object. 

 
The humble long for His Darshan. Darshan is seeing—
revelation. In the sense of the phrase ‘a solution is in sight’ 
the word darshan means sight of God, a showing as 
different as the individuals blessed by it. 
kih rivdws Aws lig jIvau icr BieE drsnu dyKy 
]2]1] (694-9, DnwsrI, rivdws jI) 
Says Ravidas having placed my hopes in You, I live; it has 
been a long time since I gazed upon your Vision (a 
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revealing of Himself by God). Bhagat Ravi Das expresses 
the feeling that sometimes arises in human beings, that one 
has lived too long, the universal desire to escape present 
circumstances by means of a sign from God or His guiding 
hand. 
hir drsn ky jn mukiq n mWgih imil drsn iqRpiq mnu DIjY 
]1] (1324-3, kilAwn, mhlw 4) 
Says Guru Ram Das, God’s humble servants do not ask for 
liberation (mukti) for at the moment of the infusion of His 
Presence, His Darshan, they are satisfied and their minds 
reassured (liberated). 

 
In the sense of knowing God, hearing God, as an audible 
voice, has been vouchsafed by many mystics, or as an 
inaudible instruction or command (hukam, shabda), a 
knowing in one’s innermost being that God has spoken to 
one, a command or promise or showing). 

 
NAAM TRUE BHAKTI 
Guru Arjun Dev delineates all the accepted traditional 
perceptions, stages and forms of bhakti and ritual worship 
amongst Hindus and Muslims, and says Naam incorporates 
all of them. None of them are to be practised outside Naam: 
nwmu hmwrY byd Aru nwd ] (1145-14, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Hearing the Holy Word: The Divine Name is my Veda and 
Naad Brahman. 
nwmu hmwrY pUry kwj ] (1145-14, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Naam is the perfect accomplishment of all the karmas I 
need for liberation—through total surrender and 
dedication to the Lord nwmu hmwrY pUjw dyv ] (1145-15, 
BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Performing ritual worship (puja) of a deity: In devotion I perform 
Naam worship. 
nwmu hmwrY gur kI syv ]1] (1145-15, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
 
Serving the Guru: Naam incorporates my devoted 
service (as a servant toward his master) to the Guru. 
guir pUrY idRiVE hir nwmu ] (1145-15, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
The Perfect Guru has strongly established the Name of the 
Lord in me. 
sB qy aUqmu hir hir kwmu ]1] rhwau ] (1145-16, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
The loftiest task (to which man is called) is chanting the 
Name of the Lord. 
nwmu hmwrY mjn iesnwnu ] (1145-16, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Naam is my ritual cleansing (purification before prayer 
enjoined upon Muslims). Reflecting upon the Name man 
is cleansed in spirit, bodily cleanliness being of secondary 
importance. 
nwmu hmwrY pUrn dwnu ] (1145-16, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Charity: The Naam is my gift in charity (a lifetime of dues), 
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says Guru Arjun Dev. During Ramzan, zakat or donations 
to the poor are mandated for Muslims.One of the ritual 
duties of the Brahmin (priest) is to give and receive alms. 
 
nwmu lYq qy sgl pvIq ] (1145-17, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Purity: Those who take the Name are all pure. 
nwmu jpq myry BweI mIq ]2] (1145-17, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Love: Those who repeat the Name are my brothers, my 
friends. Through remembrance of the Lord as our friend 
and benefactor, we remember others who are to be 
viewed benevolently. 
nwmu hmwrY saux sMjog ] (1145-17, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
The Naam is my auspicious sign for occult linking with God 
nwmu hmwrY iqRpiq suBog ] (1145-18, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Contentment: The Naam is the satisfaction of all my 
desirable wants 
nwmu hmwrY sgl Awcwr ] (1145-18, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Right Conduct: The Naam fulfils all my obligations of 
right conduct toward all. 
nwmu hmwrY inrml ibauhwr ]3] (1145-18, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Naam is my unsullied behaviour. 

 
God is believed to have many names in Islam, the greatest 
of which is a mystery. It is untraceable, concealed, its 
nature being the Divine mystery. Whoever knows this 
Name would know the nature of God. 
 
min qin nwnk hir gux gwau ] (1145-19, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
With your mind and body, Nanak, sing the praises of 
God, 
 swDsMig ijsu dyvY nwau ]4]22]35] (1145-19, BYrau, 
mÚ 5) 
Who has given the Name to the sadhsangha (community of 
saintly ascetics). 
The Sikh must go beyond the devotional act of repeated 
recitation of the Name(s) of God (the concept of zikr in 
Sufism, translated as ‘recollection’ or ‘remembrance’ of the 
Lord, by Reynold A Nicholson, who writes of this spiritual 
exercise, also called dhikr: ‘…the first stage of dhikr is to 
forget self, and the last stage is the effacement of the 
worshipper in the act of worship, without consciousness of 
worship, and such absorption in the object of worship as 
precludes return to the subject thereof’). 
 
Qwvw nwv n jwxIAih nwvw kyvfu nwau ] (53-15, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 1)  
His Place and Name are not known, as names go no one 
knows how great is His Name, says Guru Nanak. 
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SHABAD 

The Sikh goes to the shabad (the eternal shabda brahman in 
Sanskrit): states of realization and the teachings, for refuge 
and the sadh sangat for protection from suffering. 
 
What is death? Understand, says Guru Arjun Dev: 
mrxM ibsrxM goibMdh ] (1361-1, shsik®qI, mhlw 5) 
Death is forgetting (forsaking) the Lord of the Universe 
(Gobind). Spiritual, not physical, death is to be feared. 
 
Sikhs believe in the fellowship of the sadh sangat to 
provide stimulus to their faith and to worship together, but 
not in the notion of sacred space, in physical terms, for 
example, a consecrated temple located in the physical 
world. Gurbani (the utterances of the Gurus and those of 
the bhagats recorded in the Granth Sahib), wherever read, 
heard or recited, manifests the power of God and makes the 
time and space sacred for the Sikhs. 
 
That space is sacred where the shabad sounds. In Siddha 
Goshti Guru Nanak says: 
sbdu gurU suriq Duin cylw ] (943-1, rwmklI, mhlw 1) 
Shabad is the Guru, surati (the link in highest meditative 
attunement) is the chela (disciple) of dhun (dhvani), the 
primordial manifestation of sound (naad). 

 
The shabad (Sanskrit sabda) is the key to liberation. The 
Name of Ram (a popular name for the Divine in India) is said 
to constitute the perfect jaap in the sonic mysticism of the 
Indian tradition. Ram sumiran is equivalent to naam simran, 
or holding God in remembrance and thereby merging (or 
identifying) with Him, emphasized by Kabir, the sants of the 
Bhakti movement, and the Sikh Gurus. ‘The role of the 
human guru as an external teacher and guide tends to be 
obliterated as he only makes manifest the true nature of 
Guruhood, which is expressed in the divine Sabda…’ 
(Charlotte Vaudeville) 

 
In Hindu philosophy, sabda refers to the authority of the 
Vedas (most ancient sacred scriptures) in obtaining supra-
knowledge. The Sabda is mystical illumination of that which 
cannot possibly be discovered—the Invisible One (alakh), 
unique in the non- numerical sense. 

 
THE SANTS 

The Sikh Gurus relentlessly opposed religious ritualism and 
hypocrisy. The Sants, born in all classes of Hindu society, 
scorned idolatry and caste distinction but they did not 
advocate Islamic forms of worship. Their mystical 
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experiences raised them above devotion to a particular deity 
or incarnation. 
There is similarity in the Sant sumiran and Sufi dhikr (both 
are always voiced) and also Vaishnav samkirtan. Kabir 
lauded satsang as extraordinarily beneficial, decrying the 
vanity of tantric extremes which lack moral worth, and 
brahminical rituals, pilgrimages, and idol-worship. Kabir 
emphasized sadhana as the path to be absorbed ‘as water 
merges with water’ with the Divine.  
ijau jlu jl mih pYis n inksY iqau Fuir imilE julwho ]1] 
(692-5, DnwsrI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Like water, once poured into water, cannot be separated 
(taken out), so the weaver (Kabir is referring to himself) 
has flowed indivisibly into the divine. 

 
BRIDE AND BRIDEGROOM 

The mortal child-bride, though she already belongs to the 
Divine- Bridegroom, has not yet been able to ‘meet’ Him. 
sBnw swhurY vM\xw siB muklwvxhwr ] (50-19, isrIrwgu,  
mÚ 5)  
Every bride (jiv) has to go to her in-laws (die), all are old 
enough (once born, to die) to go (ceremoniously, through 
the custom known as muklawa) to their Husband Lord. 
Since the Divine Spouse is forever present, the bride is 
spiritually blind. Only through the tormenting but purifying 
love of virah can she find union. The love between bride 
and bridegroom is used to express the human desire for 
union with the Divine in death. 

 
Death is at the core of Guru Nanak’s and Kabir’s poetry in 
the Granth Sahib. For both, the spiritual path of love and 
loyalty demands heroism. Those who venture on it risk 
their life (in the world). For Kabir, the soor, entering the 
battlefield in order to fulfil his pledge of fighting unto 
death, embodies the highest ideal of self-sacrifice. He who 
wishes to be a jivanmukta ‘one liberated whilst living’ must 
of necessity be a jivanmarta ‘one dead while alive’. 
 
rx mih lUJY mnUAw mwir ] (931-2, rwmklI dKxI, mÚ 1) 
He (the spiritual warrior) engages in battle to kill himself 
(his own mind), says Guru Nanak. 
Both use images and symbols borrowed from tradition 
(Jum or Yama (Yamraj), Kaal, the far bank of a 
terrifying ocean, the sword’s edge, the maw of the 
insatiable monster, etc.) but paradoxically, in a style thus 
made all the more vivid, remarkable and trenchant. 

 
Kabir’s verses on the vanity of human existence are 
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harsher than those of any other poet in the Granth Sahib: 
ijh isir ric ric bwDq pwg ] (330-2, gauVI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
The head upon which he tied his turban with such art 
so isru cuMc svwrih kwg ]1] (330-2, gauVI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Upon that head, the crow now grooms his beak. 
When conveying mystical meaning, describing what 
remains forever inexpressible (as the taste of a sugared 
sweet enjoyed by a mute), he uses the language of 
paradox, even Tantric language and symbols, addressing 
the misery of the human condition and the jiv’s spiritual 
quest. 

 
SIKHISM AND ISLAM 

 
Ancient beliefs, mainly from the Hindu tradition, and Sufi 
mysticism, do appear in the verses of the Granth Sahib, 
especially in the verses of Guru Nanak but Sikhs believe 
their beliefs and practices transcend those of Hinduism and 
Islam in modernity. 
 
The reincarnation of God in the world is denied in 
Sikhism, although many names are used in the Granth 
Sahib for God: Brahma, Parmeshwar, Gosain, Madhav, 
Ram, Hari, Gopal, Govind, among many others. 
However, the doctrine of the incarnation of beings in an 
endless cycle of transmigration as a consequence of 
karma is accepted. 

 
Scholars who claim that Sikhism is an offshoot of Islam 
cite: Oneness of God, brotherhood of believers, ascendancy 
of prayer, tithing (daswandh), langar (food from His 
perennial kitchen), casteless society, forbidding venerating 
the tombs and relics of saints, direct engagement with God 
without the intervention of priests, submission to God, 
adherence to the Divine Will, unity with God after 
selfextinction (fana of the Sufis in which the man who sees 
and the object seen are none other than the Absolute), 
adherence to the faith to the point of martyrdom, and other 
beliefs and practices. 
 
Avil Aauil dInu kir imTw mskl mwnw mwlu muswvY ] (141-11,  
mwJ, mÚ 1) 
First, let him find sweet the highest religion of the auliyas 
(prophets); then, let his possessions be taken away (scraped 
off like dirt) from him. 
hoie musilmu dIn muhwxY mrx jIvx kw Brmu cukwvY ] 
(141-11, mwJ, mÚ 1) 
Becoming a muslim (disciple) of the faith of Mohammed, 
let him purge himself from delusions of death and life. 
rb kI rjwie mMny isr aupir krqw mMny Awpu gvwvY ] (141-12, 
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mwJ, mÚ 1) 
Obey God’s Will and over and above his head (life) believe 
in the Creator, losing self-will. 
qau nwnk srb jIAw imhrMmiq hoie q muslmwxu khwvY 
]1] (141-12, mwJ, mÚ 1) 
Then, Nanak, when he is merciful to all beings, then he 
may be called a Mussalman. 

 
Sikhs however never bury the dead, they do not believe in 
the resurrection of the dead, in Judgement Day or 
Doomsday, and the Sikh Gurus did not see any role of the 
body in the afterlife. They did not perceive Paradise as a 
garden except metaphorically, or Prophet Mohammed as the 
Last Prophet. 

 
 
 
4 
 

BHOG:  
THE FUNERAL SERVICE 

 
This chapter describes the Sikh funeral service called Bhog 
and Antim Ardas, at the end of three, sometimes ten or 
thirteen days, of mourning. After the cremation, Sikhs 
commence the unbroken reading for forty-eight hours of 
their 1430-page scripture, the Guru Granth Sahib, also 
known as the Adi Granth (First Tome), to distinguish it from 
the Dasam Granth (the Tome of the Tenth Guru), a 
collection of verses attributed to Guru Gobind Singh. 
 
At the end of the uninterrupted reading (performed by a 
team of usually four readers, reading in turn, day and night, 
for 48 hours) of the Granth Sahib, and congregational 
prayers and kirtan (singing of hymns from the Sikh 
scriptures), the funeral service comes to an end---formally 
with Ardas, a petitionary prayer for the salvation of the 
departed soul. The Anand Sahib or Hymn of Bliss is 
generally recited before the Ardas. 
 
Ardas is formal petitioning of the Almighty, through words 
said to be laid down in the Rehat Maryada from the time of 
Guru Gobind Singh, for the duration of which the whole 
congregation stands facing the Guru Granth Sahib, with 
head covered and palms held together in supplication. 
 
Sikhs always cover their heads, as a mark of respect, and 
remain barefoot in the presence of the Guru Granth Sahib.  
Wearing shoes within sight or not covering one's head is 
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tantamount to an insult to Guru Granth Sahib and the 
congregation. 
 
The full text, currently in use, is published in India in all 
gutkas which contain the Nit-nem or daily prayers. A 
personal manner of petitioning, illustrative lines from the 
text of Granth Sahib, intercessions that offer consolation to 
the bereaved, may be introduced during Ardas, but they 
must always be addressed to Wahe Guru or the Almighty 
Guru. 
 

<Ik Oankar (invocatory symbol of unity of God) 
ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ ਜੀ ਕੀ ਫਤਿਹ! 
Victory to Waheguru ji!  
ਵਾਰ ਸ�ੀ ਭਗਉਤੀ ਜੀ ਕੀ ॥ ਪਾਤਸਾਹੀ ੧੦ ॥ 
Vaar of Shri Bhagauti ji by the Tenth Lord 
May the Almighty Lord protect us. 
ਿਪ�ਥਮ ਭਗੌਤੀ ਿਸਮਿਰ ਕੈ ਗੁਰ ਨਾਨਕ ਲਈ ਂਿਧਆਇ॥ 
The Ardas opens with the words Prathami bhagauti simar 
kai or ‘recall first Bhagauti (the Sword)’, the sword having 
both a real and symbolic value in Sikhism. Bhagauti is 
another name for Durga in Hindu mythology and for 
Waheguru in Guru Gobind Singh’s hymns, who is also 
invoked as Sarab Loh and Kharag (the Sword).  
 
ਿਫਰ ਅੰਗਦ ਗੁਰ ਤੇ ਅਮਰਦਾਸੁ ਰਾਮਦਾਸੈ ਹੋਈ ਂਸਹਾਇ॥  

ਅਰਜਨ ਹਰਗੋਿਬੰਦ ਨ�  ਿਸਮਰੌ ਸ�ੀ ਹਿਰਰਾਇ॥  

ਸ�ੀ ਹਿਰਿਕ�ਸ਼ਨ ਿਧਆਇਐ ਿਜਸ ਿਡਠ�  ਸਿਭ ਦੁਖ ਜਾਇ॥  

ਤੇਗ ਬਹਾਦਰ ਿਸਮਿਰਐ ਘਰ ਨਉ ਿਨਿਧ ਆਵ ੈਧਾਇ॥ ਸਭ ਥ�ਈ ਹੋਇ ਸਹਾਇ॥  

ਦਸਵ� ਪਾਤਸ਼ਾਹ ਸ�ੀ ਗੁਰੂ ਗੋਿਬੰਦ ਿਸੰਘ ਸਾਿਹਬ ਜੀ! ਸਭ ਥ�ਈ ਹੋਇ ਸਹਾਇ॥  
 
Having invoked the Almighty (Sword), call to mind Guru 
Nanak, then Angad and Guru Amar Das, Guru Ram Das, 
may they assist us! Arjun and Hargobind, remember Sri Har 
Rai. Invoke Sri Har Krishan, whose sight removes all 
sorrows. Remember Guru Tegh Bahadur and receive the 
Nine Treasures in your heart. May they assist us at all 
places. Tenth Master, Sri Guru Gobind Singh ji Maharaj, 
assist us at all places! 
 
ਦਸ� ਪਾਤਸ਼ਾਹੀਆ ਂਦੀ ਜੋਤ ਸ�ੀ ਗੁਰੂ ਗ�ੰ ਥ ਸਾਿਹਬ ਜੀ ਦੇ ਪਾਠ ਦੀਦਾਰ ਦਾ  

ਿਧਆਨ ਧਰ ਕੇ ਬੋਲੋ ਜੀ ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ! 
Recall the Light of the Ten Gurus, the teachings and visible form of  
Shri Guru Granth Sahib ji: proclaim Waheguru!  
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ਪੰਜ� ਿਪਆਿਰਆ,ਂਚੌਹ� ਸਾਿਹਬਜ਼ਾਿਦਆ,ਂ ਚਾਲ�ੀਆ ਂਮੁਕਿਤਆ,ਂ ਹਠੀਆ ਂਜਪੀਆ,ਂ  

ਤਪੀਆ,ਂ  

ਿਜਹਨ� ਨਾਮ ਜਿਪਆ, ਵੰਡ ਛਿਕਆ, ਦੇਗ ਚਲਾਈ, ਤੇਗ ਵਾਹੀ, ਦੇਖ ਕੇ ਅਣਿਡੱਠ 

ਕੀਤਾ,  

ਿਤਨ� � ਿਪਆਿਰਆ,ਂ ਸਿਚਆਿਰਆ ਂਦੀ ਕਮਾਈ ਦਾ ਿਧਆਨ ਧਰ ਕੇ, ਖਾਲਸਾ ਜੀ!  

ਬੋਲੋ ਜੀ ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ! 
The Five Beloved, the Guru’s four sons, the forty saved 
souls, the indomitable devotees, those totally immersed in 
recitation, the ascetics absorbed in contemplation, those who 
remembered and repeated the Name, ate after sharing their 
meals, kept the cooking utensil (degh) going for free the 
hungry, wielded the sword, yet overlooked others 
shortcomings, think of those loved ones, those true ones and 
what they achieved, Khalsa ji, speak Waheguru! 
 

ਿਜਨ� � ਿਸੰਘ� ਿਸੰਘਣੀਆ ਂਨ�  ਧਰਮ ਹੇਤ ਸੀਸ ਿਦੱਤ,ੇ ਬੰਦ ਬੰਦ ਕਟਾਏ, 

ਖੋਪਰੀਆ ਂਲੁਹਾਈਆ,ਂ  

ਚਰਖੀਆ ਂਤ ੇਚੜ,ੇ ਆਿਰਆ ਂਨਾਲ ਿਚਰਾਏ ਗਏ, ਗੁਰਦਵਾਿਰਆ ਂਦੀ 

ਸੇਵਾ ਲਈ ਕੁਰਬਾਨੀਆ ਂਕੀਤੀਆ,ਂ  

ਧਰਮ ਨਹ� ਹਾਿਰਆ, ਿਸੱਖੀ ਕੇਸ� ਸੁਆਸ� ਨਾਲ ਿਨਬਾਹੀ, ਿਤਨ� � ਦੀ 

ਕਮਾਈ ਦਾ ਿਧਆਨ ਧਰ ਕੇ ਖਾਲਸਾ ਜੀ!  
Recall those Singhs and Singhnees (martyred Sikh men and 
women) who gave their heads for their faith, those whose 
bodies were dismembered joint by joint, whose scalps were 
removed, whose bodies were broken on the wheel, ripped 
apart by saws, and who were martyred in the service of 
gurdwaras, never disavowing or abandoning their dharma, 
but remaining true to their faith (Sikhi) with their kes and 
last breath, recall their achievement Khalsa ji, and utter 
Waheguru! 
 

ਬੋਲੋ ਜੀ ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ! ਪੰਜ� ਤਖਤ�, ਸਰਬੱਤ ਗੁਰਦੁਆਿਰਆ ਂਦਾ ਿਧਆਨ ਧਰ  

ਕੇ ਬੋਲੋ ਜੀ ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ! 
Meditate, contemplate the five Seats of the Sikh Faith, all the 
gurdwaras and speak Waheguru!  
 

ਿਪ�ਥਮੇ ਸਰਬੱਤ ਖਾਲਸਾ ਜੀ ਕੀ ਅਰਦਾਸ ਹੈ ਜੀ, ਸਰਬੱਤ ਖਾਲਸਾ ਜੀ ਕੋ  

ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ, ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ, ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ ਿਚਤ ਆਵ,ੇ ਿਚੱਤ ਆਵਨ ਕਾ ਸਦਕਾ ਸਰਬ 

ਸੁਖ ਹੋਵੇ। 
Foremost the entire Khalsa makes this supplication: may the 
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all-Khalsa always recount Waheguru, Waheguru, Waheguru 
and by the blessing of His remembrance, enjoy every peace 
and happiness. 
 

ਜਹ� ਜਹ� ਖਾਲਸਾ ਜੀ ਸਾਿਹਬ, ਤਹ� ਤਹ� ਰਿਛਆ ਿਰਆਇਤ, ਦੇਗ 

ਤੇਗ ਫ਼ਤਹ,ਿਬਰਦ ਕੀ ਪੈਜ, ਪੰਥ ਕੀ ਜੀਤ, ਸ�ੀ ਸਾਿਹਬ ਜੀ ਸਹਾਇ, 

ਖਾਲਸੇ ਜੀ ਕੇ ਬੋਲ ਬਾਲੇ, ਬੋਲੋ ਜੀ ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ! 

ਿਸੱਖ� ਨੰੂ ਿਸੱਖੀ ਦਾਨ, ਕੇਸ ਦਾਨ, ਰਿਹਤ ਦਾਨ, ਿਬਬਕੇ ਦਾਨ, ਿਵਸਾਹ ਦਾਨ, 

ਭਰੋਸਾ ਦਾਨ, ਦਾਨ� ਿਸਰ ਦਾਨ, ਨਾਮ ਦਾਨ ਸ�ੀ ਅੰਿਮ�ਤਸਰ ਜੀ ਦੇ ਇਸ਼ਨਾਨ, 

ਚੌਕੀਆ,ਂ ਝੰਡੇ, ਬੁੰ ਗੇ, ਜੁਗੋ ਜੁਗ ਅਟੱਲ, ਧਰਮ ਕਾ ਜੈਕਾਰ, ਬੋਲੋ ਜੀ ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ! 
Wherever Khalsa ji Sahib may be, there may His protection 
and favour be. May victory attend the cooking utensil (for 
langar, food from the Guru’s kitchen) and the sword! May 
the aged live with dignity. May the Panth be victorious, with 
the support of Shri Sahib ji. May Khalsa ji be successful, all 
speak Waheguru! Grant all Sikhs the boon of discipleship, 
uncut hair, the Rahit (Code of Morality), discernment, trust, 
affirmation of faith  in God, and above all else, Naam! Bath 
in Shri Amritsar, stations of soldiers, pennants and 
fortresses, forever abiding, their triumphal proclamation of 
dharma resounding, all speak Waheguru! 
 

ਿਸੱਖ� ਦਾ ਮਨ ਨੀਵ�, ਮਤ �ਚੀ ਮਤ ਦਾ ਰਾਖਾ ਆਿਪ ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ।  
May the hearts of Sikhs be lowly, their collective wisdom 
superior.  Protector of our intellect, You are, Yourself, 
Waheguru. 
 

ਹੇ ਅਕਾਲ ਪੁਰਖ ਆਪਣ ੇਪੰਥ ਦ ੇਸਦਾ ਸਹਾਈ ਦਾਤਾਰ ਜੀਓ! ਸ�ੀ  

ਨਨਕਾਣਾ ਸਾਿਹਬ ਤੇ ਹੋਰ ਗੁਰਦੁਆਿਰਆ ਂਗੁਰਧਾਮ� ਦ,ੇ ਿਜਨ� � ਤ�  

ਪੰਥ ਨੰੂ ਿਵਛੋਿੜਆ ਿਗਆ ਹੈ, ਖੁਲ�ੇ ਦਰਸ਼ਨ ਦੀਦਾਰ ਤੇ ਸੇਵਾ ਸੰਭਾਲ  

ਦਾ ਦਾਨ ਖ਼ਾਲਸਾ ਜੀ ਨੰੂ ਬਖਸੋ਼।  
O Immortal Being, Thou art the ever constant and 
benevolent patron of Thy own Sikh Nation! 
The foremost shrine Nanakana and all other gurdwaras and 
worship places of which the Sikh Nation has been deprived 
(since partition of 1948), kindly re-confer the blessing to 
freely visit, manage and worship at these holy sites. 
 

ਹੇ ਿਨਮਾਿਣਆ ਂਦੇ ਮਾਣ, ਿਨਤਾਿਣਆ ਂਦੇ ਤਾਣ, ਿਨਓਿਟਆ ਂਦੀ ਓਟ, ਸੱਚ ੇਿਪਤਾ,  

ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ! ਆਪ ਦੇ ਹਜ਼ਰੂ ਅਰਦਾਸ ਹੈ ਜੀ:  
Here would be introduced the name of the deceased and the 
supplication before Waheguru to grant the deceased a place 
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at His feet, strength to those left behind to bear their loss, 
and wisdom to obey Satguru’s Will. 
 
O kind and loving Father, through your mercy (name of the 
deceased) has embarked on his last journey: grant that 
he/she may find rest at your feet. Grant that the family left 
behind have the strength to accept your will and be obedient 
to your Will. Give us light and understanding so that we 
may please you. We offer this prayer in your presence, 
wonderful Lord. Forgive us our faults/wrongs and help us to 
remain pure. 
 
O True King, (we have sung the Sohila in Your presence). 
ਅੱਖਰ ਵਾਧਾ ਘਾਟਾ ਭੁੱ ਲ ਚੁੱ ਕ ਮਾਫ ਕਰਨੀ। ਸਰਬੱਤ ਦੇ ਕਾਰਜ ਰਾਸ ਕਰਨ� । 
Pardon our omissions and errors in this prayer.  Fulfil all the 
endeavours of the assembled. 
O True Father, save us from lust, anger, greed, attachment 
and pride. Grant to your Sikhs Your Name, faith, and 
discernment and the gift of reading your Word with 
understanding. 
 
O True Father, Wondrous Enlightener, Waheguru, in Thy 
presence has been placed parshad, please accept this 
offering, and give permission for its distribution to the holy 
congregation. 
 
O Lord whosesoever partake of it may they be blessed and 
remember Thy name. 
 

ਸੇਈ ਿਪਆਰੇ ਮੇਲ, ਿਜਨ� � ਿਮਿਲਆ ਂਤੇਰਾ ਨਾਮ ਿਚਤ ਆਵੇ।  
Bring us into the company of those loved devotees, meeting 
whom we remember Your Name. 
ਨਾਨਕ ਨਾਮ ਚੜ�ਦੀ ਕਲਾ, ਤੇਰੇ ਭਾਣ ੇਸਰਬੱਤ ਦਾ ਭਲਾ। 
Says Nanak, may the Name uplift our spirits and according 
to Thy Will may the whole of humanity be blessed! 
ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ ਜੀ ਕਾ ਖ਼ਾਲਸਾ, ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ ਜੀ ਕੀ ਫਤਿਹ 
Waheguru ji ka Khalsa! Sri Waheguru ji ki Fateh! 
The Ardas concludes with the jaikara or call of Bole so 
nihal!  This is answered by the congregation’s response Sat 
Sri Akal!  Sat Sri Akal is also the most commonly used Sikh 
salutation now. 
Boley So Nihal 
Let him who takes His Name be filled with joy!  
Sat Sri Akal! 
True is the Immortal One! 
 
VAAK 
 
At the end of Ardas, all assembled bow with the palms of 
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their hands joined together in the gesture of namaskar 
(signifying supplication) and kneel, touching their foreheads 
to the ground in a gesture of obeisance. When the 
congregation is again seated, the vaak or counsel is read 
from the Granth Sahib by the person sitting in attendance 
behind the Granth Sahib. The Bhai ji or a member of the 
family stands behind the reader and waves a chaur or 
flywhisk at the time of the reading of the vaak, as a sign of 
respect to the enthroned Guru Granth Sahib. 
 
The vaak is read from the top of the left hand page opened 
at random.  Not from mid-sentence but from the beginning 
of the topmost stanza on the page. The name of the raag, in 
which the ensuing verses are to be sung, followed by the 
codeword Mahala (for Guru) is found at the beginning of 
every hymn in the Granth Sahib and is to be read out.  The 
word mahala is followed by a number that indicates which 
Guru is the author (for example, the heading Raag Suhi, 
Mahala 4, indicates that the composition which follows is in 
raag Suhi and is authored by the Fourth Guru).  This is the 
point at which the reading is begun and the entire stanza is 
read and deemed the vaak. 
 
Every morning in gurdwaras and homes, after Ardas--- 
seeking permission to commence reading of the Granth 
Sahib, the Granth Sahib is opened and a verse is read from 
the randomly opened page.  This is deemed the divine 
command or hukam for the day and is called Vaak. If a Sikh 
turns to the Vaak, then he must be obedient to the 
inspiration provided by the Vaak. A vaak may also be read 
at any time of the day, on any important occasion, to obtain 
guidance. Reading of the vaak always concludes a 
congregational prayer meeting. 
 
Guru Nanak uses the metaphor of music (dhun) to convey 
his mystical intuition of the Absolute as Vaak. He urges us 
on to the ultimate meditative realm in which God 
communicates beyond language. 
igAwnu iDAwnu Duin jwxIAY AkQu khwvY soie](59-8, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
Know that from the (sonic vibration, dhun) music (of the 
Shabad), we perceive gyan and dhyan (knowledge and 
meditation in a religious context): God speaks the 
unspeakable, unutterable. 
 
The mystic vaak is the essential sound of things beyond the 
sense of hearing and the faculty of speech. It is ineffable and 
incomprehensible. It is akath katha, untold telling. In the 
spiritual vision of the Vedas, Vaak is sacred, unlike ordinary 
speech, and is central to shabda yoga in the form of 
mantras. 
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By using the same term vaak for the reading or hukam for 
the day, Sikhs ascribe to the belief in the mystical 
transmission of God’s revelations, (and His revealing of His 
purpose as being available to everyone).  A heart softened 
by prayer, ready to receive His disclosures, is required, 
hence the reading of the vaak occurs after the Ardas. Vaak is 
God revealing Himself to a seeker, who has come to the 
holy Granth Sahib looking for an answer.  Man can only 
pray but the Almighty God has various ways of 
communicating and Sikhs believe that the vaak is one way 
God communicates, shows His guiding hand. 
 
KARAH PRASHAD 
 
After the vaak, everybody remains seated for the 
distribution of karah prashad (a halwa-like food, made with 
equal parts of flour, sugar and ghee, is first consecrated, 
through a dedicatory act to God iterated in an Ardas, thus 
setting it apart from common food and purpose---before it is 
distributed to a Sikh congregation as sacred food and holy 
sustenance). 
 
Karah prashad is sanctified by passing a kirpan through it 
and reciting the Mul Mantra:  Ik Onkaar, Satnam, Karta 
Purakh, Nirbhau, Nirvair, Akal Moorat, Ajuni, Saibhang, 
Gur Parsad.  The first five portions of the parshad are put 
in a serving vessel, to be given to Khalsa members of the 
congregation in memory of the initiation of the punj 
piyaras.  More often, the symbolic five portions are put 
back into the container after the Mul Mantra has been 
recited and the prashad is then distributed.  The bhai ji 
(gurdwara functionary, reader-reciter of the Granth Sahib) 
sitting in attendance behind the Guru Granth Sahib is served 
his portion first, which is put in a bowl and placed beneath 
the manji to be consumed later.  After this, more karah 
prashad is put into the serving vessel and distributed to 
everybody in the congregation.  A sewadar or gurdwara 
attendant may be called from the local gurdwara to help 
distribute karah prashad to a large congregation. 
 
Distribution of prashad to the entire congregation and even 
those who may not be a part of it, for example the staff busy 
elsewhere with household duties, commemorates Guru 
Gobind Singh’s removal of all caste restrictions at the time 
of instituting the Khalsa.  It is the consecrated food with 
which the first five chosen ones, punj piyaras, were initiated 
into the Khalsa by Guru Gobind Singh. 
 
Karah prashad is carried to the place of prayer in a clean 
container, covered with a clean cloth, and placed on a 
chowki or low table, next to the podium on which the 
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Granth Sahib is opened and read, and never on the ground.  
It is at all times covered with a clean, fresh cloth, even 
during distribution, when the covering is partially lifted to 
enable its distribution. It is served by hand to members of 
the congregation who must receive it, with both hands 
cupped together, with due respect and in a spirit of 
thanksgiving. 
 

FUNERAL CEREMONIES 
 
If for some reason an Akhand Paath cannot be organized, 
Sadharan Paath (extending over more than 48 hours, 
usually over ten or thirteen days, with breaks between 
readings) is organized by the family of the deceased, usually 
at home.  (Propriety demands that fee money to gurdwara 
bhai jis is not visibly given or taken during Sikh religious 
observances so payments for kirtan and paath are put in an 
envelope and given) After the kirya (period of mourning 
ending with bhog or any Sikh ritual, such as kirtan), a new 
reading of the entire Granth Sahib is begun, to be completed 
on the first death anniversary, when kirtan, ardas and 
langar are also arranged. 
 
Some Sikh households offer Guru Granth Sahib new 
rumalas (coverings or mantle, tailored specially for the 
purpose). In all, four rumalas are offered in thanksgiving, 
every time an Akhand Paath is successfully completed, that 
is, without interruption or offense. 
 
It was the Hindu custom in Guru Nanak’s time to make a 
daily offering of rice cooked in milk to the deceased, and 
the offering was known as pind (to be eaten by Brahmins 
later). A funeral ceremony called Shraddh or Terhavin, from 
the day of the cremation to the tenth or twelfth day (if 
Terhavin or thirteenth day ritual was observed), and a havan 
organized. 
 
ipMfu pqil myrI kysau ikirAw scu nwmu krqwru ] (358-9, Awsw, mhlw 1) 
Worship of Keshav (God) is my kriya (religious ritual), and 
chanting the True Name of the Creator, my offerings of pind 
patal (rice balls on leaf-plates). 
Offerings to Brahmins were thought necessary to achieve a 
propitious release from the body. 
AYQY EQY AwgY pwCY eyhu myrw AwDwru ]2] (358-9, Awsw, mhlw 1) 
Here and there, in the future and after, this alone is my 
support, says Guru Nanak, repudiating such rituals. 

 
ABSTAIN FROM LIQUOR 
 
The sacred or holy is understood as being at the core of 
existence and the transformation of human lives. In his 
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injunction against drinking, Guru Amar Das, calls upon 
Sikhs to imbibe only the intoxicating liquor of love for 
Satguru, which has the power to find them an eternal place 
in His kingdom: 
JUTw mdu mUil n pIceI jy kw pwir vswie ] (554-15, ibhwgVw, mÚ 3) 
Never drink the false intoxicant, if you can gain the mastery (over it) 
to end it 
nwnk ndrI scu mdu pweIAY siqguru imlY ijsu Awie ] (554-16, ibhwgVw,  
mÚ 3) 
Nanak, by His mercy, the true intoxicant is received, by which you draw 
near to Satguru  
sdw swihb kY rMig rhY mhlI pwvY Qwau ]1] (554-16, ibhwgVw, mÚ 3) 
Then dyed forever in the love of the Lord, you find His 
place (are mystically fused in His swarup).  

 
dunIAw kYis mukwmy ] (64-5, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
What sort of an established resting place (maqaam, the 
takiya of a muslim fakir) is this world?  Guru Nanak says 
this place of halting is not the seat of man, his undeviating 
station, God is. The world is only a half-way house. It is not 
the end of our journey, our destination. It is but a way-
station and there is endless travel ahead.  
kir isdku krxI Krcu bwDhu lwig rhu nwmy ]1] rhwau ] (64-5,  
isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
(Therefore) do acts of good faith, pack expenses (moral values)  
For the journey (through life), and remain committed (obedient) to  
the Name.  

 
iblmu n qUtis kwcY qwgY ] (840-3, iblwvlu, mÚ 1) 
Life is like a flimsy thread it breaks in no time. 
 
RASAM PAGRI 
 
On this day the ceremony of Rasam Pagri (literally 
ceremony of the turban) was also observed The ceremony is 
conducted upon the death of the eldest male member in a 
family, in which the new head of the family, the eldest 
surviving male member of the family has a turban tied on 
his head (or given as a symbolic gift if he is already wearing 
a turban) in the presence of the extended family. According 
to the social traditions, the ceremony is usually performed 
by the father of his wife, who also gives money (always in a 
paper or cloth envelope) to his son-in-law as tribute. 
 
The ceremony usually takes place after the Ardas and Vaak, 
when all religious ceremonies are over. The turban signifies 
honour of the family, and the ceremony signifies the 
transition of responsibility for the protection and welfare of 
the family from the deceased to the surviving oldest male 
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member. The eldest son is given clothes, gold, and money. 
 
HOUR OF DEATH FIXED 
 
In India, when a marriage is arranged, a particular time (an 
auspicious time suggested by a priest after consulting both 
horoscopes) is fixed for the departure of the bride with the 
bridegroom after the marriage ceremony. Guru Nanak says 
Death, the bridegroom, has fixed the time to take away the 
bride (jiv).  It cannot be altered: 
ijqu idhwVY Dn vrI swhy ley ilKwie ] (1377-16, slok, syK PrId jI) 
The day on which the girl is to be wed the auspicious 
configuration of the heavenly bodies at the time she is to be 
married have been recorded (on charts by the priest, 
according to Hindu science of astrology). 
mlku ij kMnI suxIdw muhu dyKwly Awie ] (1377-16, slok, syK PrId jI) 
On that day, Death (the bridegroom), whom she had hitherto 
only heard about, comes and shows his face. 
In the era of arranged marriages between the very young, 
the girl saw the boy she was to marry for the first time on 
her wedding day. 
 
Only God knows the truth of any and all events in the life of 
men.  The hour of death cannot be altered, not because of 
the priest’s reading of the skies. Guru Nanak says there are 
many moons and stars, even suns, unknown to man (and 
priest), then how can his divination be true: 
The Saints, sinless, utterly devoted to eternal realities, 
inspired in their mission, meet and come together, and 
fixing their mind on God; they form a wondrous wedding 
party, junj, at the head of which is the groom, which goes to 
the bride’s house to wed her. 
Gathering together, they arrive with poise and grace, and 
love fills the minds of the bride's family. 
imil joiq joqI Eiq poqI hir nwmu siB rs Bogo ] (846-3, iblwvlu, mÚ 5) 
Light blends with His Light, through and through, enjoys 
the Nectar of the Lord's Name. 
ibnvMiq nwnk sB sMiq mylI pRBu krx kwrx jogo ]3] (846-3, iblwvlu,  
mÚ5) 
Prays Nanak, the congregation of saints, inspired, devoted, 
sinless, elect, unite me with the All-powerful Cause of 
causes. 
 
After the passing away of the Ten Gurus, the great men and 
women who followed expressly chose the path of undaunted 
courage, and faith in the Divine Will.  They shunned the 
expression of sorrow, anger or doubt, and the rituals of 
mourning, all with the exception of prayer, that were 
prevalent at that time, especially in the vast Hindu 
community of which they were a small minority. 
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Guru Nanak laid the foundation with his summation: 
Aihinis rwm rhhu rMig rwqy eyhu jpu qpu sMjmu swrw hy ]3] (1030-5, 
mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Day and night, remain imbued with the love of the Lord 
(Ram). This is the essence of all chanting, meditation and 
self-restraint. 
 
As with ancient Egyptians, ancient Hindus believed that 
rituals prescribed by their priests could win bliss and even 
salvation for their recently dead as well as their ancestors. A 
Hindu’s journey to death was believed to begin before death 
(mrn kwl kw qRws) and continue for a period of time after 
death.  
 
Over millennia, intercessory prayers by Brahmins have 
become enmeshed in complex rituals scarcely understood by 
the family of the deceased, and involving pilgrimages to 
holy places (after a period of ‘unclean’ existence---
following a death in the family in which they may not enter 
temples), feeding the poor, giving to priests, offering money 
or gold to deities in prescribed temples, and self-castigation 
in the form of sleeping on the ground, shaving off one’s 
hair, wearing only white, fasting or refraining from non-
vegetarian food, from sex, and business transactions. Forty 
days was usually the prescribed period of formal public 
mourning, but a year was the norm for the immediate family 
members who were forbidden from celebrating any festival 
during the year or any ‘auspicious’ event such as a marriage 
and from inaugurating a new business. 
 
Today such practices still exist side by side with a shortened 
period of mourning and scarcely noticeable acts of restraint 
and self-denial because paid leave in the event of the demise 
of a close relative does not extend to more than four days, 
when chautha (fourth day ritual) is performed.  Hindus 
observe the thirteenth day ritual known as Tervi but it would 
be rare for the bereaved to take thirteen days’ leave from 
work, even unpaid leave.  Sikhs customarily suspend normal 
life over the forty-eight hours of Akhand Paath (followed by 
kirtan and Ardas for a place at the feet of the Lord).  During 
this time not only relatives, but also friends, neighbours, 
close associates and even business and professional 
colleagues may go to the home of the departed (without 
invitation) to offer their condolences. 
 
At the Bhog anyone may attend the prayer ceremonies and 
partake of the simple refreshments offered by the bereaved 
family after the religious activities, as attendance at the 
Bhog is deemed a sign of respect for the deceased and his 
family, who would not be averse to public knowledge of just 
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how grievous they find their loss. The immediate family 
members are not expected to welcome those who attend the 
Bhog as they enter, whether at home or in a gurdwara, as 
sitting in total silence, head covered, and concentrating only 
on the Word (Bani), is mandated in Sikh sangat as 
appropriate behavior.  Any infringement, such as sitting in 
the presence of Guru Granth Sahib with head uncovered, 
can incur a sharp reminder from a sevadar or elder in the 
congregation. 
 
It is also an obligation to assume a position of humility, by 
remaining seated and receiving the sacramental prasad, with 
both arms raised and hands cupped in acknowledgement of 
receiving food that symbolically gives spiritual 
nourishment.  As it has been sanctified by prayer during its 
preparation and its symbolic offering to God in the Ardas 
(before it is offered to the assembled congregation) the 
amount one receives in one’s hands must be consumed and 
not discarded. One may therefore humbly request a small 
portion if so desired from whoever is distributing the 
prasad.  The faithful touch the lips of babies and very young 
children with prasad as they cannot consume it.  To leave 
the congregation without taking the prasad when it is being 
offered to all is to leave God’s mystical presence in paath 
(prayer) without partaking of the food bestowed by Him. 
 
However, once the Bhog is over, the family of the bereaved 
generally positions itself in a line at the exit so that 
attendees may file past and register their presence, and 
speak a few words to them.  
nwnk duKIAw sBu sMswru ] (954-5, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
The whole world is sorrowing!   

 
bwlku mrY bwlk kI lIlw ] (1027-2, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
The child dies in his play/childish games. 
kih kih rovih bwlu rMgIlw ] (1027-3, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
They cry and mourn, saying that he was such a playful child. 
ijs kw sw so iqn hI lIAw BUlw rovxhwrw hy ]7] (1027-3, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
The Lord who owns him has taken him back. Those who 
weep and lament are deluded. 
 
SADD 
 
Baba Sunder’s dirge, composed on the death of Guru Amar 
Das, his great grand-father, titled Sadd (Call of Death), 
describes the last moments and counsel of Guru Amar Das. 
In his last hour Guru Amar Das turned to the One God and 
prayed for the blessings of Naam: 
vro n jwxih sbid gur kY eyku nwmu iDAwvhy ] (923-2, rwmklI,  
bwbw suMdr) 
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Recognising no other than the Guru’s Word (mystical 
Shabad) he meditated on the One Name, says Baba Sunder. 
AwieAw hkwrw clxvwrw hir rwm nwim smwieAw ] (923-4,  
rwmklI, bwbw suMdr) 
And when the call came for him to leave, he merged in the 
Ram Naam. 
 
Guru Amar Das draws his family to his bedside and gives 
counsel: 
mq mY ipCY koeI rovsI so mY mUil n BwieAw ] (923-12, rwmklI,  
bwbw suMdr) 
Let no one cry after I am gone, for I would not like that at 
all. 
imqu pYJY imqu ibgsY ijsu imq kI pYj Bwvey ] (923-13, rwmklI,  
bwbw suMdr) 
When a friend is robed with honour, friends rejoice, those 
who like to see their friend respected. 
qusI vIcwir dyKhu puq BweI hir siqgurU pYnwvey ] (923-13,  
rwmklI, bwbw suMdr) 
You ponder this and see (know, not in the sense of 
‘knowing about’ but in the sense of spiritual illumination, 
which is beyond sense perception and the limited analytical 
mind), my sons, my  
brothers, God has made Satguru (Guru Nanak) wear the 
robe of honour. (Not the mwieAw moh kw kcw colw, cloak of 
temporal glory.) 
siqgurU prqiK hodY bih rwju Awip itkwieAw ] (923-14,  
rwmklI, bwbw suMdr) 
The Satguru himself appears and sitting down secures the 
kingdom (of God). 
siB isK bMDp puq BweI rwmdws pYrI pwieAw ]4] (923-15, rwmklI,  
bwbw suMdr) 
He makes all the disciples, relatives, sons and brothers fall 
at the feet of (Guru) Ram Das. 
AMqy siqguru boilAw mY ipCY kIrqnu kirAhu inrbwxu jIau ] (923-15,  
rwmklI, bwbw suMdr) 
Finally, Satguru says, after me do kirtan nirbana (in 
unconditioned, highest, state of bliss). 
 
Baba Sunder also alludes to the mourning rituals of his time: 
ipMfu pqil ikirAw dIvw Pul hir sir pwvey ] (923-17, rwmklI,  
bwbw suMdr) 
Offer pind patal (rice-balls on leaves) in kriya (mourning 
ritual), oil lamp (diva), flowers (phul are also ashes 
collected after cremation), to the Lord's river (Ganga). 
rwmdws soFI iqlku dIAw gur sbdu scu nIswxu jIau ]5] (923-18,  
rwmklI, bwbw suMdr) 
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The Satguru then anointed (Guru) Ram Das Sodhi with the 
ceremonial tilak, true mark of the Guru’s Word (witnessing 
his succession by choice). 
 
What does it mean to put your trust in Naam at the time of 
final departure?  
 
Baba Sunder’s Sadd reinforces a central tenet of the Sikh 
Gurus:  pray in order to retain the spiritual manifestation in 
one’s life till the end. 
 
As the body regresses in strength and health, it invites 
disequilibrium of the mind and hinders spiritual progress, 
which is possible if there is the manifestation of the Word in 
one’s life. The mortal then fears not being alone in death or 
in the state of existence after death, but finds in the Word a 
guide, a fraternity. This transforms the mortal and he is a 
transfigured being as he follows the Holy Word into the 
other life. 
siqgurU kI bynqI pweI hir pRiB suxI Ardwis jIau ] (923-7,  
rwmklI sdu, suMdru) 
Satguru’s entreaty reached Him, the Lord Prabhu heard the 
ardas of Satguru. 
 
His petition is honoured by being heard in His Durbar and 
the divine influx of the Name is granted to Guru Amar Das 
without end. An uncommon divine influx, such as is 
described in the above lines, had marked the advent of the 
new religion with Guru Nanak. 
 
Baba Sunder writes the next two verses in the first person, 
as Guru Amar Das`s last counsel to his disciples and 
relatives: 
myry isK suxhu puq BweIho myrY hir Bwxw Awau mY pwis jIau ] (923-8,  
rwmklI sdu, suMdru) 
Listen my sikhs, sons and brethren: it is my Lord's will for 
me that I should come to Him. 
Bgqu siqguru purKu soeI ijsu hir pRB Bwxw Bwvey ] (923-9,  
rwmklI sdu, suMdru) 
The saintly devotee of Guru Nanak ( jivatma soi) who is 
pleased with what the Lord Prabhu ordains 
Awnµd Anhd vjih vwjy hir Awip gil mylwvey ] (923-10,  
rwmklI sdu, suMdru) 
Music of supernatural bliss plays in the anhad (anahata, 
mystic heart chakra in Naad Yoga).  At these words the 
Lord Himself clasps Guru Amar Das and encloses enfolds 
him in His embrace. 
 
God’s joy becomes our strength. Bhai Sunder’s elegy 
celebrates death as an opportunity for Guru Amar Das to 
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unite with the Lord. 
 
The aim of these verses is not to highlight the mortality of 
our Gurus, but their immortality---as exemplars of 
humankind, who demonstrate in their end time how its 
greatest danger (destruction of consciousness) is overcome 
by its highest favour (God’s call to His durbar). 
 
EULOGIES IN THE GRANTH SAHIB 
 
There are five eulogies (in Gurmukhi alahniyan) by Guru 
Nanak and four by Guru Amar Das in the Granth Sahib. 
They are a beautiful call to Sikhs to adore God and to rely 
on prayer, the scriptures, kirtan and congregational worship, 
to find peace at a time of bereavement. Do not sing the 
songs of parting, says Nanak, reflect upon God. 
gwvhu gIqu n ibrhVw nwnk bRhm bIcwro ]8]3] (581-4, vfhMsu  
dKxI, mÚ 1) 
Guru Nanak advises against ritual, customary mourning and 
highlights, as elsewhere, that only birha (Sanskrit viraha) at 
the felt absence of God in one’s life, is genuine and valued 
by God Himself, all other expressions of loss are hollow and 
transitory. 
 
horu ibrhw sB Dwqu hY jb lgu swihb pRIiq n hoie ] (83-4,  
isrIrwgu, mÚ 3) 
Feelings of loss and separation are all of little value when 
there is no love for the Lord. The universal and eternal love 
of God provides the touchstone against which all worldly 
love, whether found or lost, is found to be counterfeit. This 
awareness transforms our conventional expressions of grief. 
 
Traditionally, Alahniyan are songs of praise and valediction, 
written on the death of a person. The elegiac form of 
writing, with five verses written by Guru Nanak and four by 
Guru Amar Das, underscores that they are essentially hymns 
in praise of God (let mourning be transformed into praise, 
teaches Guru Nanak): 
sdVy Awey iqnw jwnIAw hukim scy krqwro ] (580-13, vfhMsu  
dKxI, mÚ 1) 
Death summons, the jiv understands:  it is the Hukam 
(command, design) of the True Creator. 
 
Acquiescence of the heart and mind with what He wills and 
chooses, knowing God’s will as eternal truth---this is human 
satisfaction with God’s commands hukim rjweI clxw to walk 
in the Way of His Will. But there is also the Divine’s 
satisfaction with man’s destined acts nwnk iliKAw nwil. The 
Sufi Abu Sa’id is reported to have said: ‘That man is a Sufi 
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who is satisfied with whatsoever God does or God will be 
satisfied with whatsoever he does.’ (Sufi Saints and Shrines 
in India, John A Subhan.) 
 
GURU NANAK’S ALAHNIYAN 
 
Guru Nanak’s Alahniyan in Raag Wadhans begins with 
glorifying God for the days and works given to man: 
DMnu isrMdw scw pwiqswhu ijin jgu DMDY lwieAw ] (578-19, vfhMsu,  
mÚ 1) 
Great is the Creator, the True King, who has put the world 
to profitable work (to attend to its avocation). 
 
Simran (meditative remembrance of His Name) is man’s 
true avocation:  
Awvhu imlhu shylIho scVw nwmu leyhW ] (579-13, vfhMsu, mÚ 1) 
Come, my friends, let us meet and recite the True Name. 

 
Our worldly interests are short-lived, departure is on our head. 
AwgY srpr jwxw ijau imhmwxw kwhy gwrbu kIjY ] (579-4, vfhMsu,  
mÚ 1) 
We must surely move on like a guest who has to leave one 
day, then why indulge in pride? 
 
That favourable pre-ordained day, of our death, cannot be 
changed. It has been previously determined from our karmic 
accounts. 
jyhw iliKAw qyhw pwieAw jyhw purib kmwieAw ] (579-2, vfhMsu,  
mÚ 1) 
As is one's karmic account (lekha), so one receives, 
according to what one has reaped in a previous time. 
 
To murmur against the will of God in sickness, old age and 
death, or to disavow  faith in Him, or to question His 
goodness, or even to try and make sense of things, with our 
limited abilities, is to be ignorant of our true nature as 
creatures of God. 
 
nwnk iks no bwbw roeIAY bwjI hY iehu sMswro ] (580-4, vfhMsu,  
mÚ 1) 
Says Nanak, to whom should we go with our tears, this is 
the play (way) of the world. 
It is in the nature of things that man cannot escape suffering.  
All have come on earth to mourn. 
 
Among Sufis the aim of all practices of self-mortification 
was to die to the self, to that delusional element in man 
given to greed, lust and hatred. Fasting (freedom from 
appetitive craving), silence, isolation and other outward 
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forms of mortification purged the lower self of its impurity, 
instability, false notions of reality, and afflictive emotions, 
such as fondness and aversion. 
 
The world deceives, says Guru Nanak. 
rovxu sgl ibkwro gwPlu sMswro mwieAw kwrix rovY ] (579-10,  
vfhMsu, mÚ 1) 
All cry because of sin (in the world). To shed tears for 
things of the world is wrong. The world is neglectful (lazy 
in spiritual endeavour), it weeps because of maya. 
 
Maya is a term used to denote the temporal world in the 
broadest sense and man’s attachment to it. Sikhism believes 
in the reality of the created universe and God’s good 
purpose in creating it, and because God is the prime cause 
of everything, He is responsible also for maya. 
nwnk ruMnw bwbw jwxIAY jy rovY lwie ipAwro]4]1] (579-12, vfhMsu, 
mÚ 1) 
Nanak: know he truly weeps, O Baba, who weeps in 
love.Those who are experiencing spiritual darkness, ‘the 
dark night of the soul’, mourn His absence. 
swihbu sm@wilh pMQu inhwilh Asw iB EQY jwxw] (579-14, vfhMsu,  
mÚ 1) 
Invoke the Lord in prayer (simran), set eyes on the path (of 
spiritual exertion), for we too have to go where others have 
gone. 
The Lord upholds us on His Path. Human beings are always 
on the path, sometimes actual, sometimes potential, to 
illumination. His power adorns us. 
AwieAw iqn kw sPlu BieAw hY iek min ijnI iDAwieAw] (579-8,  
vfhMsu, mÚ 1) 
Fruitful is the coming (birth) of those who meditate single-
mindedly on the One. 
 
Guru Nanak’s Alahaniyan expresses in the elegiac mode the 
universal fear that His Light in us may die. A death scene is 
painted: 
sw Dn CutI muTI JUiT ivDxIAw imrqkVw AM|nVy bwry ] (580-16,  
vfhMsu dKxI, mÚ 1) 
The wife (widow) is alienated, defrauded by lies (obstacles 
to Truth): the corpse lies in the courtyard in the house. 
suriq mueI mru mweIey mhl ruMnI dr bwry ] (580-16, vfhMsu dKxI, 
mÚ 1) 
The spiritual attunement (surati) has died, my friend!  The 
wife weeps at the door. 
The mystic inner light (mahala), transferred in death, weeps 
at His door.  
rovhu kMq mhylIho scy ky gux swry ]5] (580-17, vfhMsu dKxI,  
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mÚ 1) 
Cry, O spouses of the Lord, contemplating the essence of 
His attributes. 
jil mil jwnI nwvwilAw kpiV pit AMbwry] (580-17,vfhMsu dKxI, 
mÚ 1) 
With water rubbed and bathed, the loved one is wound 
together in cloth (long winding-sheet in which the body is 
enfolded before it is cremated, nwgI dwJY ) 
vwjy vjy scI bwxIAw pMc muey mnu mwry ] (580-18, vfhMsu dKxI,  
mÚ 1) 
The instruments play, the true scriptures sound; the five 
(senses) have died when the mind is killed. 
jwnI ivCuMnVy myrw mrxu BieAw iDRgu jIvxu sMswry] (580-18, vfhMsu  
dKxI, mÚ 1) 
 
Separation (from my Loved One) is death to me: this 
worldly life is as nought. 
jIvqu mrY su jwxIAY ipr scVY hyiq ipAwry ]6] (580-19, vfhMsu  
dKxI, mÚ 1)  
She who dies while living, know her True Spouse loves her. 
 
The Sufi lover of God is represented as female. Having 
‘died’ she is dear to Him. With no name, no acts, no 
strength, no will, she is shown God’s Power, so that he may 
become transformed by the revelation and explore it to its 
highest reach till she attains illumination. 
 
scu isrMdw scw jwxIAY scVw prvdgwro ] (580-7, vfhMsu dKxI,  
mÚ 1) 
The True Creator Lord is True---know this well; He is the 
True Sustainer. 
Let the sikh have gnosis in which he contemplates the nature 
and work of the prvdgwro (True Sustainer of all beings). 
nwrI purK isrijAY ibKu mwieAw mohu ipAwro ] (580-10, vfhMsu  
dKxI, mÚ 1) 
The Lord created woman and man, and the love of vice, 
Maya, and emotional attachment. 
 
kudriq qKqu rcwieAw sic inbyVxhwro ]2](580-11, vfhMsu dKxI, 
mÚ 1) 
He enthroned creative potency in Creation, He is the 
disposer of True Justice.The Arabic word qudarat is 
accepted in Islam as one of the terms applicable to God. It 
represents His power, His will beyond our comprehension, 
because it is supreme,  here described by Guru Nanak as 
enthroned in creation, the word ‘takht’ or throne, 
representing the power and supremacy of which it is a 
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symbol. Truth is the justice He dispenses, disposing of all 
acts (karams) in creation.  All we can see and also what is 
beyond our ken 
 
The final verse makes plain that Guru Nanak’s Alahniyan is 
not really about physical death but about mystical death.  It 
is about the favor (goodwill) and unity which God bestows 
upon his earthly spouse, who has died in His love, being in 
the end unconcerned with self-aggrandizement or self-
mortification. Something hitherto concealed has been made 
known to her, without her being able to repel it or having 
attracted it in the first place, such that she becomes dead to 
herself and stands only by the state God creates in her. 
 
rUpu n jwxY sohxIAY hukim bDI isir kwro ](580-14, vfhMsu dKxI, mÚ 1) 
Death cares not for your youthful form, O beautiful one 
(jiv), it is bound to the Lawgiver’s rule (judgement). Such is 
her standing with her Spouse that her progress now, her 
field of exertion, is in the Way of His Will and vairag 
detachment from the world.  Truth itself is her station now. 
 
qusI rovhu rovx AweIho JUiT muTI sMswry ] (580-19, vfhMsu dKxI, mÚ 1) 
So cry, you who have come to mourn, this world is deceived 
by untruths. These lines would appear to refer to the 
presence of hired mourners at funerals. Loud weeping and 
wailing, or breast beating, are frowned upon today. In 
earlier times, extravagant display of grief was thought 
appropriate to expressing the intensity of one’s feelings, 
professional mourners being sometimes employed to add to 
the wailing. 
 
hau muTVI DMDY DwvxIAw ipir CoifAVI ivDxkwry ](581-1, vfhMsu dKxI, 
mÚ 1) 
I am defrauded, running after profit (from worldly 
occupations (DMDY): I have abandoned my Beloved because of 
my moral failings. 
 
Guru Nanak distinguishes between the true calling of man, 
the supreme goal of unity with God, and his unworthy 
employment, his crying after worldly things. 
jMmxu mrxu vfw vyCoVw ibnsY jgu sbwey ] (581-19, vfhMsu, mÚ 1) 
Birth and death separate us from the Lord for such a long 
time; the whole world is wasting away. 
lib DMDY mwieAw jgqu BulwieAw kwlu KVw rUAwey ]1] (581-19,vfhMsu, 
mÚ 1) 
Greed, worldly entanglements and Maya deceive the world. 
Kaal standing before man causes him to weep. 
 
But Guru Nanak holds out the promise of unity with the 
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Lord: 
guir imilAY vysu plitAw sw Dn scu sIgwro ] (581-2, vfhMsu dKxI, 
mÚ 1) 
Meeting with the Guru, the soul-bride’s attire is 
transformed. She no longer wears mwieAw moh kw kcw colw, the 
fading (colours) cloak of maya. She adorns herself with 
ornaments of truth. 
The vision of the transfigured being in unity is shown us. 
bwbw nWgVw AwieAw jg mih duKu suKu lyKu ilKwieAw ] (582-4,  
vfhMsu, mÚ 1) 
Baba, we come naked into the world, with pain and pleasure 
recorded in our karmic account. 
iliKAVw swhw nw tlY jyhVw purib kmwieAw ] (582-5, vfhMsu, 
mÚ 1) 
The day of our call is pre-ordained, it cannot be put off: it 
was reaped from the past. 
nwnk juig juig jwx isjwxw rovih scu smwly ]4]5] (582-10,  
vfhMsu, mÚ 1) 
Nanak, through the ages know that man as wise who weeps 
recalling the Truth, the True Lord in simran. 
 
ELEGIES OF GURU AMAR DAS 
 
The four elegies of Guru Amar Das are also in Raag 
Wadhans and follow immediately the five elegies of Guru 
Nanak, beginning with: 
<> siqgur pRswid ] (582-12) 
pRBu scVw hir swlwhIAY kwrju sBu ikCu krxY jogu ] (582-13,  
vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
Praise God, who is our True Master, capable of 
accomplishing everything. 
sw Dn rMf n kbhU bYseI nw kdy hovY sogu ] (582-13, vfhMsu,  
mÚ 3) 
His spouse shall never be widowed (forsaken) nor will she 
ever experience grief. 
The relationship between God and His worshipper in Guru 
Amar Das’s elegies is that of marriage between the Divine 
Spouse and earthly wife.  When God is her husband, the 
wife need never mourn. 
 
Guru Amar Das says consolation is offered to all human 
beings who turn to the All-Powerful God when in grief: 
ivchu Awpu gvwey iPir kwlu n Kwey gurmuiK eyko jwqw ](582-17,  
vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
Losing her differentiated identity, she is saved from being 
consumed by Kaal, she (the Gurmukh) knows the One God 
(is one with God).  
ipru jgjIvnu iks no roeIAY rovY kMqu ivswry ] (583-13, vfhMsu,  
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mÚ 3) 
When her husband is the Divine Jagjiwan (the origin and 
the only true life of the world) for whom should she cry? 
She weeps who has deserted her Spouse. 
 
Lamenting the fallen state of mortals who deny His vision, 
His Name, His will, His love, His justice: 
AvgxvMqI ipru n jwxeI muTI rovY kMq ivswir ] (583-8, vfhMsu,  
mÚ 3) 
The sinner does not know her Beloved, lost and deluded, 
she weeps having abandoned her Husband. 
 
Guru Amar Das’s song of lamentation describes the many 
factors that cause human beings to suffer and mourn: 
People cry when parted from a loved one:  
ieik rovih iprih ivCuMnIAw AMDI. 
People cry in the belief that they have been abandoned by 
God, but Guru Amar Das says, they are blind---they do not 
know that their Husband is with them: 
AMDI nw jwxY ipru nwly                       
People cry in fear:   
rovY AvguixAwrI JUTI, the presence of sin makes death fearsome. 
People cry in joy:  
rovY kMq sMmwil, in a spiritual state when united with God. 

  
so ipru scw sd hI swcw hY nw Ehu mrY n jwey ] (583-14, vfhMsu,  
mÚ 3) 
The Beloved is True, forever True; He does not die or leave. 
rMf bYTI dUjY Bwey mwieAw moih duKu pwey Awv GtY qnu CIjY ] (583-15,  
vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
The widow sits in love with duality. Maya, moh and misery 
are her lot. Her time is running out, her body withers away. 
 
In the Rig Veda the term maya is used in the sense of 
magical power, the illusory illusive power of Brahman, 
cosmic illusion. The Upanishads use it in the sense of false 
knowledge and knowing. In Shankara’s Advaita, the 
phenomenal world of nature and all beings, which have no 
‘real’ existence, permanence, emanate from maya. 
jmkwlu n sUJY mwieAw jgu lUJY lib loiB icqu lwey ] (583-16,  
vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
Jumkaal (both time and annihilation) she fails to grasp; she 
delights in the world of maya, focuses her mind on lust and 
greed. 
 
ieik rovih iprih ivCuMnIAw] (583-17, vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
Some weep and wail, separated from their Husband Lord; 
others are blind, do not know that their Husband is with 
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them. The blind and the seeing are not equal. Darkness is 
not equal to the light. 
 
ipru AMqir smwly sdw hY nwly mnmuiK jwqw dUry ] (583-18,  
vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
She cherishes her Husband deep within - He is always with 
her; the self-willed Munmukh thinks He is far, forgetting the 
unity of God with creation. 
 
iehu qnu rulY rulwieAw kwim n AwieAw ijin Ksmu n jwqw hdUry ]  
(583-19, vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
This body (life on earth) is lost, rolls in the dust, and is of no 
use to the mortals who are ignorant of his manifestation 
deep within/totally useless; the mortal who does not 
recognize Him, stand in his Presence, face to face. 
 
As Guru Arjun Dev says in rapture: 
jwnIAVw hir jwnIAVw nYx AloieAVw hir jwnIAVw ] (924-7,  
rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
Beloved, the Lord my Beloved - with my eyes, I have seen 
the Lord, my Beloved! 
 
Guru Arjun Dev bears testimony to mystical union with 
God, the marriage which is consecrated with prayer. 
mY pRBu scu pCwixAw hor BUlI AvgixAwry ] (584-9, vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
I have truly recognized the Lord, the others are forgetful, 
immoral ones, says Guru Amar Das. 
 
In Neo-Platonist as well as Sufi thought, remembering and 
forgetting are peculiar to beings endowed with reason: 
‘Remembrance is the mightiest rule of the religion---The 
law was not enjoined upon us, neither were the rites of 
worship ordained, but for the sake of establishing the 
remembrance of God.’ (Shaikh Alawi) 
The jiv forgets its previous existence when in the human 
body (so knowing, pehchanana, and forgetting, visarna, 
both have always existed), but remembers (recognizes) God, 
when out of it. That which has always existed its knowing 
too has also always existed. 
 
Dnu jg mih AwieAw Awpu gvwieAw dir swcY sicAwro ] (584-14,  
vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
Blessed is the coming of the jiv, into the world, who loses 
his personal identity (the identity separate from the 
Immanence) and lays himself at the door of the Truest of the 
True. 
 
so imlY ijsu lYih imlweI ]6] (841-13, iblwvlu, mÚ 3) 
Those jiv meet God whom God unites with Himself. 
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The disclosure by the Absolute, and the seeking by man, is a 
perpetual phenomenon in the lives of those who strive for 
Unity of Being. 
 
Says Guru Arjun Dev: 
srb jIA pUrn Bgvwn ]6] (1236-5, swrMg, mÚ 5) 
All beings are one with the Lord (Unity of Being). The 
Lord’s Hukam is that we should be united with him, 
overcoming differentiation. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
5 

PHILOSOPHY OF DEATH AND 
DYING 

This chapter deals with the view of death and dying 
enumerated in the Granth Sahib. There are in the Sikh 
scripture a number of widely different meanings attributed 
to the word 'death'. In this chapter no attempt is made to 
answer the question ‘What is Death?’ by providing a 
definition of death. Rather, an attempt has been made to 
throw light on the many conceptions of death in the holy 
verses of the Granth Sahib. 

 
The Granth Sahib teaches preparedness for death by facing 
the one unshakeable truth---the impermanence of our 
existence, and accepting it as the sovereign Will (Hukam) of 
the Ruler. Guru Nanak taught that death is not only the 
fundamental truth of human existence but also of human 
knowledge. Death makes known what was a mystery in life 
and is therefore to be welcomed as His revelation. The Sikh 
Gurus equated the acceptance of God’s command and the 
rejoicing in it, with heroism. 

 
If man dies to his ‘ego-self’ in the love of God, then by so 
dying he truly lives. He can have a direct, intuitive, mystical 
experience of his own death which is otherwise denied him. 
If the world dies in him before he dies in this world, he can 
attain a higher state which is actually innate to human 
beings. This is the link between the living and the dead---the 
living can be said to be dying from the moment of their birth, 
and the dead begin to live from the moment they are united 
with God: 
muAw jIvMdw pyKu jIvMdy mir jwin ] (1102-11, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
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The one who is dead lives! Look upon the living as 
(spiritually) dead. 

 
Guru Nanak, using the mystical imagery of light and fire, 
teaches that there is no ‘death’ in an absolute sense. There is 
only the merging back into the Light that lit the jiv into 
existence. The promise and provision of the spiritual station 
of the brahmgyani is God’s Presence. Death is 
metamorphosis into True Knowing, says Guru Gobind 
Singh: 
Sastran so at hi ran bheeter joojh maro kah saach pateejai 

 
The afterlife is envisioned as Jyoti, the heavenly Light, 
principle of Enlightenment, merging (jyoti jyot samana) with 
jyot (light) the principle of life in creatures. Or finding rest at 
the feet of the Lord (charan paana). 
 
There is survival after death. ‘Life’ is further 
experienced after one’s body dies: Oneness is manifest 
and Duality vanishes. The coalescence with the Divine 
flame, that has lit life in an individual ‘jiv’ in the first 
place, is a poetic expression of the idea that life energy 
cannot be destroyed. However, nothing is, nothing 
emanates from the Divine, that He has not Himself 
fashioned in each instance as His self-revealing aspect---
as a flower exudes its fragrance or a flame radiates its 
light.  
 
Our individual perceptions about this life are contingent 
upon our perceiving what the mind is capable of 
perceiving, about the destruction of the body, and about 
what each individual mind does in fact perceive. 
mn kI mn hI mwih rhI ] (631-14, soriT, mÚ 9) 
Says Guru Tegh Bahadur: What is of the mind remains 
of the mind. 

 
mn hI mn isau khY kbIrw mn sw imilAw n koie ]32] (342-4, 
gauVI pUrbI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
It is only the mind speaking with the mind, says Kabir, 
who has met this mind (no one knows the mind from 
outside the mind)? 

 
The ‘dimension’ outside life (before and after life) cannot be 
perceived, except what we discern, in a self-reflexive way, 
via mindfulness (by focusing on a sense of awareness), 
however, man has made it meaningful, as we seen in human 
history, by the use of poetry and metaphor among many 
other resources. 
iehu mnu krmw iehu mnu Drmw ] (415-10, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
This mind is karma, and this mind is dharma, says Guru Nanak. 
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POETRY AND MUSIC 
 
Not only is the whole of the Granth Sahib poetry, it is also 
music, as each verse is designated a raag, notified at the 
beginning of the verse. Praised be Guru Arjun Dev! By 
putting the imprint of the ancient, mystical system of Indian 
music, incorporated by rishis and seers into ragas, when he 
compiled the holy verses of the Granth Sahib, Guru Arjun 
Dev further indicated the nature of our mental formation---
that which has no form in life (and is metaphor in poetry). 

 
That the choice of raag was important to the theme and 
for the salutary effect of the verse is seen from the 
following: 
jIqy pMc bYrweIAw nwnk sPl mwrU iehu rwgu ]3] (1425-4, 
slok vwrW qy vDIk, mÚ 5) 
It triumphs over the five enemies: in this succeeds Raag 
Maru. soriT sdw suhwvxI jy scw min hoie ] (642-11, soriT, 
mÚ 1) (Raag) Sorath is always beautiful, if the True Lord is 
in the heart. 

 
The nature of our experiencing of the Divine Absolute is 
beyond thought and therefore the communication of the 
‘unsayable’ in language must needs utilize symbolism and 
metaphor, with the aid of music and sound (including that of 
the human vocal chords). 

 
I have made some study of the relation between Sikh 
philosophy and others in the Indian tradition (notably Hindu 
philosophy) but deeply regret that I could make no comment 
on the relation between the prosody of the Granth Sahib and 
the ragas selected by the Gurus, and the possible reasons for 
the choice (from Hindusthani musicology, for singing a 
particular verse in a particular raga). 

 
THE LORD IS LIGHT 

Guru Nanak says the essence of the Immaculate Lord is 
light, unfolding in all beings: 
qqu inrMjnu joiq sbweI sohM Bydu n koeI jIau ] (599-5, soriT, 
mÚ 1) The Essence (tat or tatwa, the Sanskrit term in the 
Vedanta for the Lord), here called the Immaculate One 
(Niranjan), is found in all God’s creatures as light. I am He, 
says Guru Nanak, there is no differentiation, there is no 
other. The word ‘jyot’ is both flame and light (the heavenly 
principle of life). It is lit in all and yet its source is not 
divided by it. 

 
In the Granth Sahib God is hailed as Sarabjyot (Light in All) 
and ‘Unbhao Prakash’ (Unprecedented Spiritual Light). He 



89  

is not born of the senses or causation correlative with 
consciousness. Neither is there a distinction between Him 
and the jiv, as between the flame and its source. The jiv 
merges with the Divine like sparks falling back into the fire, 
or drops of water merging into the sea. 

THE ONE IN THE MANY 
 

eykih eyk bKwnno nwnk eyk Anyk ]1] (250-12, gauVI, mÚ 5) 
Invoke and make known, says Guru Arjun Dev, that there is 
only the One God, the many names and forms (of created or 
emanated beings) are in truth the One: all exist in Him, no 
other than God exists. 
 
Kabir, the greatest religious poet in Hindi of the Middle 
Ages, also expresses the doctrine that the One pervades the 
Many (which is also a Sufi doctrine): The Light penetrates 
and permeates existent forms, giving them their being and 
meaning: 
Avil Alh nUru aupwieAw kudriq ky sB bMdy ] (1349-19, 
pRBwqI, kbIr jI) 
First, Allah ideated the Light, all terrestrials being derived 
like an infinite number of lights from the one Light; all are 
children of His potent power (in Arabic qudarat). 

eyk nUr qy sBu jgu aupijAw kaun Bly ko mMdy ]1] (1349-19, 
pRBwqI, kbIr jI) 
From the One Light the entire universe was created (by a 
mode of necessary emanation), then who is worthy and who 
discredited? 

Guru Arjun Dev says in Sukhmani (The Jewel of Bliss) that 
the link between the living and the dead is that the dead 
‘live’ in the Divine after the death of the body, as water 
flowing into water merges with it: 
ijau jl mih jlu Awie Ktwnw ] 
iqau joqI sMig joiq smwnw ] (278-4, gauVI suKmnI, mÚ 5) 
So the flame blends into the Light and becomes 
indistinguishable from it. 

 
LIKE THE OCEAN AND WAVES 

 
Light, however, is not the only mystical metaphor used in 
the Granth Sahib---in relation to God and the afterlife. 
Another important analogy is between the ocean and the all-
pervading Lord. The individual self is a drop of water in the 
boundless ocean, which is a receptacle of His manifestation. 
Death submerges the endless waves in the sea-ocean. 
 
Guru Arjun Dev says in Sukhmani Sahib: 



90  

psirE Awip hoie Anq qrMg ] (275-8, gauVI suKmnI, mÚ 5) 
He Himself pervades the cosmic ocean in endless waves 
nh ikCu jnmY nh ikCu mrY ] (281-18, gauVI suKmnI, mÚ 5) 
And like the eternal waves, nothing is born nothing dies. 
Baha’u’llah, the founder of the Bahai faith, had addressed 
humanity as ‘drops of one ocean and waves of one sea.’ 
That energy can neither be created nor destroyed is also 
accepted as a principle of science. 

 
DEATH IS UNION 

A third metaphor celebrates the mortal’s time of death as 
the hour of marriage with the Lord. Death is the ultimate 
union. 
Guru Nanak says death is his wedding date, the hour of 
severance from the world and union with the Almighty. 
Truth is the offspring of this nuptial: 
srm suriq duie ssur Bey ] (152-1, gauVI, mhlw 1) 
Humility (saram) (consciousness of one’s shortcomings, 
self- restraint imposed by it) and (surati) God-consciousness 
(the meditative connection that brings illumination): both 
have become my parents-in-law. 
krxI kwmix kir mn ley ]2] (152-1, gauVI, mhlw 1) 
By doing of worthwhile acts the beautiful wife is esteemed. 
swhw sMjogu vIAwhu vIjogu ] (152-1, gauVI, mhlw 1) 
It is the auspicious day (determined by stellar 
configurations) and the hour of union: marriage is the time 
(to be carried off) of departure from the world. 
scu sMqiq khu nwnk jogu ]3]3] (152-2, gauVI, mhlw 1) 
Says Nanak, Truth is the progeny of this union. 
The transubstantiation of the body-self will be a reality for 
all jivs, something ultimate that bodily life scarce affords. 
The longing for union is expressed in a combination of 
human and divine love in the verses of many mystics. 
Union is reunion. 

 
EACH BREATH IS COUNTED 

 
Aq´Mq Awsw AwiQq´ Bvnµ ] (1354-3, shsik®qI, mhlw 5) 
The human is only a temporary guest in the home of the 
body, yet he has high hopes. 
gnµq sÍwsw BYXwn DrmM ] (1354-3, shsik®qI, mhlw 5) 

Using another personification of death, Guru Arjun Dev 
says, the terrifying Dharma Rai (Universal Law) is 
unrelenting---he counts each and every breath of each and 
every mortal. 
pqMiq moh kUp durlB´ dyhM qq AwsRXM nwnk ] (1354-3, 
shsik®qI, mhlw 5) 
The human body, so difficult to obtain, has fallen into the 
dark pit of emotional attachment. Says Nanak, the Essence 
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(Tat) is man’s only refuge. 
 

ikAw QoVVI bwq gumwnu ]1] rhwau ] (50-12, isrIrwgu, mhlw 5) 
Why do you take pride in a small (short-lived) matter? 
jYsy rYix prwhuxy auiT clsih prBwiq ] (50-12, isrIrwgu, 
mhlw 5) You are like a guest at nightfall, you will get up 
and depart at dawn. 
ikAw qUM rqw igrsq isau sB Pulw kI bwgwiq ]2] (50-13, 
isrIrwgu, mhlw 5) 
Why are you so attached to your household? All are 
short-lived like blooms in the garden. 
myrI myrI ikAw krih ijin dIAw so pRBu loiV ] (50-13, 
isrIrwgu,  
mhlw 5) 
Why do you say, ‘Mine, mine’? Desire only God, who has 
given you all you possess. 
srpr auTI clxw Cif jwsI lK kroiV]3] (50-14,isrIrwgu, 
mhlw5) It is certain that you will arise and depart, and leave 
behind your lakhs and crores. 

 
A GUEST IN THIS WORLD 

 
gur prswid jwxY imhmwnu ] (350-3, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Guru Nanak says that if by the grace of the Guru man 
knows he is a guest in this world 
qw ikCu drgh pwvY mwnu ]4]4] (350-3, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Then he is accorded dignity in the dargah of the Lord. 
Man, a mere wayfarer, is honoured by the award of His 
Presence. 

 
This world is home to death, says Bhagat Ravidas: 
jnmu isrwno pMQu n svwrw ] (794-3, sUhI, Bgq rivdws 
jI) Even when most of one’s life is over, one has not 
yet resolved one’s spiritual path, or made it salutary. 
sWJ prI dh ids AMiDAwrw ] (794-3, sUhI, Bgq rivdws jI) 
Evening has descended and soon darkness will set in on all 
sides. This image is not of death but of dulled intellection--
-with increasing age, the inability of the rational mind to 
fathom the dimensions of consciousness. 
kih rivdws indwin idvwny ] (794-3, sUhI, rivdws jIau) 
Says Ravidas, O naive, senseless man! 
cyqis nwhI dunIAw Pn Kwny ]3]2] (794-4, sUhI, rivdws jIau) 
Pay heed! The world is a house of deception 
aUcy mMdr swl rsoeI ] (794-4, sUhI, rivdws jIau) 
You may have a stately home and a good kitchen. 
eyk GrI Puin rhnu n hoeI ]1] (794-5, sUhI, rivdws jIau) 
But there is no abiding here even for an hour (after the 
predestined hour of death). 
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iehu qnu AYsw jYsy Gws kI twtI ] (794-5, sUhI, rivdws jIau) 
This body is like a sack of dry grass. 
jil gieE Gwsu ril gieE mwtI ]1] rhwau ] (794-5, sUhI, 
rivdws jIau) 
The grass burns and mixes ash with dust. 

 
DEATH IS PRE-ORDAINED 

In the context of familial, social or political ties we may 
regret that death has come too soon. The verses of the Granth 
Sahib teach us that this is unwise. The time of death and 
birth is determined by the Lord. To fear death as having 
come in an ‘evil hour’ is to deny faith in His love, to murmur 
against His writ (dispensation): 
ilKiAVw swhw nw tlY jyhVw purib kmwieAw ] (1, 582-5) 

Guru Nanak says the planetary configuration that ordains the 
time of an individual’s death, cannot be avoided. The 
reckoning of man’s actions, including the effects of his 
deeds, thoughts and feelings in the past, forecasts the present 
doing, having, and becoming. 

 
The Almighty has issued His command for this amazing 
thing, death, says Guru Arjun Dev: 
kauqku kwlu iehu hukim pTwieAw ] (1081-14, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
His sovereign decree runs in wondrous Kaal. The word 
‘Kaal’ in Hindi is used both for time and for Death. 
The Almighty, in primeval transcendence, absoluteness, 
ordains His self-disclosure in time. Nothing flows from 
Him but is His self-revelation, as fragrance flows from the 
flower and love from the human heart. 

 
jIA jMq Epwie smwieAw ] (1081-15, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
The Almighty creates all humans and animals and absorbs 
them back into Himself. The word ‘upai’ suggests God’s 
ideation, His plan for the jiv, the individual soul-self. 
vyKY ivgsY siB rMg mwxy rcnu kInw ieku AwKwVw ]9] (1081-
15, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Guru Arjun Dev says the Lord gazes in delight upon the 
myriad forms of creatures, all the colours of life, all 
manners of existence under the Divine Names, His 
attributes, His things and energies: He creates an arena 
(akhara) for disclosure, a field of happening. 

 
Existence is full of promise. The Sikh Gurus equate the 
acceptance of God’s will, and the rejoicing in it, with 
heroism in the arena: 
hau gosweI dw pihlvwnVw ] (74-8, isrIrwgu, mÚ 5) 
I am a wrestler (pehelwan), I belong to the Lord of the World. 
hir idsih hwjru jwhrw ] (74-12, isrIrwgu, mÚ 5) 
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I see the Lord, face-to-face. To the mystic Guru the Lord 
manifests Himself with a different self-revelation in each 
instance. 

 
ALL WILL DIE 

Ripe and unripe, the fruits fall off the tree. 
jYsy ikrswxu bovY ikrswnI ] (375-17, Awsw, mÚ 
5) Like the farmer who sows his farm, plants 
his crop kwcI pwkI bwiF prwnI ]1] (375-17, 
Awsw, mÚ 5) 
And cuts his crop---the ripe with the unripe 
jo jnmY so jwnhu mUAw ] (375-17, Awsw, mÚ 5) 
So, know that whoever is born, will die. If man does 
not meet death voluntarily, he will be met by it 
perforce. 
 
The greatest opportunity for salvation is human birth, but 
human beings squander this priceless jewel of an 
opportunity. The fallen fruit does not return to the branch. 
 
qt qIrQ dyv dyvwilAw kydwru mQurw kwsI ] (1100-15, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Guru Arjun Dev writes: the river banks (places of 
pilgrimage), the gods and their sacred abodes at 
Kedarnath, Mathura and Kashi  
koit qyqIsw dyvqy sxu ieMdRY jwsI ] (1100-15, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
The 33 crore gods, along with Lord Indra, will depart. 
jqI sqI sMinAwsIAw siB kwlY vwsI ] (1100-17, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Those sworn to celibacy, truth and charity, and the monastic 
life: all who have renounced worldly life (even they) are 
dwellers in the world of Kaal. 
muin jogI idgMbrw jmY sxu jwsI ] (1100-17, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
The above two lines name all kinds of ascetics in the Indian 
tradition: Jati, sati, sanyasi, muni, jogi. The term ‘jogi’ 
(yogi) in the Granth Sahib, as in Sufi literature, has been 
used in many different contexts. In the above line it refers to 
the Jain ascetics who have sworn themselves to silence. 
Elsewhere in the Granth Sahib, the term refers to Nath Yogis 
or Siddhas, who were reputed to have acquired supernatural 
powers through Hatha Yoga. Guru Arjun Dev also refers to 
one of the two prominent Jain sects, known as Digambara 
(Sanskrit for sky-clad) because its adherents observe 
monastic nudity. He reminds us that all renunciants (in spite 
of their self-denial) will depart this life with Jum, the devta 
of death. 

 
The visible world is inherently destructible: 
jo dIsY so ivxsxw sB ibnis ibnwsI ] (1100-18, mwrU, mÚ 
5) Whatever we see around us will perish; all dissolves, 
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disappears and will continue to do so in the future. 
iQru pwrbRhmu prmysro syvku iQru hosI ]18] (1100-18, mwrU, 
mÚ 5) Only the Supreme Lord is unchanging. His devoted 
follower will also participate in His permanence. 

 
jo aupjY so kwil sMGwirAw ] (227-3, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Whatever is created is mowed down by Kaal 
hm hir rwKy gur sbdu bIcwirAw ]1] rhwau ] (227-3, gauVI, 
mÚ 1) The Lord has protected us, we have contemplated 
the Guru’s Word. 
mwieAw mohy dyvI siB dyvw ] (227-4, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Maya has allured even gods and goddesses. 
All the gods worshipped by mankind represent the power of 
definition, the desire for form, including the form of 
creatures, the desire to establish rupa permanently on earth. 

kwlu n CofY ibnu gur kI syvw ] (227-4, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
We cannot escape Time (Death’s grasp) without serving the Guru. 
Ehu AibnwsI AlK AByvw ]2] (227-4, gauVI, mÚ 
1) The Guru is imperishable, invisible and 
inscrutable. sulqwn Kwn bwidswh nhI rhnw ] 
(227-5, gauVI, mÚ 1) The sultans, khans and 
emperors shall not remain. nwmhu BUlY jm kw duKu 
shnw ] (227-5, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Forgetting the Name, they suffer the pain of birth and death. 
Jum is also a short form of the word jaman (birth, in 
Punjabi), so Guru Nanak says, they must also endure the 
misery of human life. mY Dr nwmu ijau rwKhu rhnw ]3] (227-
5, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
My support is the Naam, as He keeps me, so I must live. 
‘Naam’ is our understanding of that which can neither be 
created nor destroyed. Guru Nanak says the word ‘Naam’ 
signifies all that constitutes the nature and being of God in 
human understanding. The proof of this lies with the knower 
himself. 

 
KAAL SPARES NONE 

 
The moneylenders (sahukars) die accumulating worldly 
objects and wealth. Fearing the transience of life, its 
comings and goings (aavan gaman), men cling to the false 
trappings of security, pretending these are permanent. Our 
buffer is not our wealth, possessions, status, or piety. 
Guru Nanak beseeches: 
mY Dnu dIjY hir AMimRq nwmu ]4] (227-6, gauVI, 
mÚ 1) Give me only the wealth of Hari’s 
ambrosial Name. rXiq mhr mukdm iskdwrY ] 
(227-7, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
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The citizen, chieftain, official or treasurer 
inhclu koie n idsY sMswrY ] (227-7, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
No one, who is permanently here, can be seen in the 
world. APirau kwlu kUVu isir mwrY ]5] (227-7, gauVI, 
mÚ 1) Inevitable Kaal strikes the heads of the false. 
inhclu eyku scw scu soeI ] (227-8, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Only the True One, who is Himself Truth, is eternal (permanent). 

 
Time does not spare the proud: 
kwlu n CofY ibnu siqgur kI DIrw ]7] (227-9, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Kaal does not spare anyone who has not the support of Satguru. 
kwlu jwlu ijhvw Aru nYxI ] (227-10, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Kaal’s snares are the tongue and eyes, by which man is 
caught in delusions of beauty and speech. 
 
Yama, the Hindu god of death, is invoked by Kabir in the 
term Kaal or Mahakaal whose root meaning is time. Guru 
Nanak also uses the Hindi word Kaal for both time and 
death: 
jo aupjY so kwil sMGwirAw ] (227-3, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Whatever is created shall be mowed down by Kaal 
(personified as Death with a scythe). 
hm hir rwKy gur sbdu bIcwirAw ]1] rhwau ] (227-3, gauVI, 
mÚ 1) The Lord has protected us (from Kaal’s ravages), we 
have meditated on the Guru’s shabad. 

 
Guru Nanak says Kaal wields a knife. Kal Yuga is the 
age of wanton killing: 
kil kwqI rwjy kwsweI Drmu pMK kir aufirAw ] (145-10, mwJ, 
mÚ 1) Kalyuga is the knife and kings are butchers. Dharma 
(virtue) has grown wings and flown. 

 
rwxw rwau n ko rhY rMgu n quMgu PkIru ] (936-6, rwmklI dKxI, 
mÚ 1) Neither the king nor the nobleman will remain; 
neither the rich nor the fakir. 
vwrI Awpo AwpxI koie n bMDY DIr ] (936-6, rwmklI dKxI, 
mÚ 1) And turn by turn one’s destined end comes; no 
one is able to reassure us (that we will not perish). 

 
TRUE ASCETICISM 

 
Men think that somehow their wealth, their family, strength, 
youth or talent will be theirs forever in spite of all evidence 
to the contrary---evidence of impermanence that can be 
perceived in the world and other people’s lives. There is 
hardly anything in life over which we have absolute control 
or ownership. Even our bodies do not follow our 
commands. And in sickness and old age our wealth, our 
power, our loved ones, are of no help to us in avoiding 
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death. 
The appurtenances of the true ascetic are spiritual 
attainments, Guru Nanak says to the aspirant: 
muMdw sMqoKu srmu pqu JolI iDAwn kI krih ibBUiq ] (6-16, jpu, mÚ 1) 

Earrings of contentment, a cloth bag of humility and self-
respect, and the holy ash of meditation 
iKMQw kwlu kuAwrI kwieAw jugiq fMfw prqIiq ] (6-16, jpu, mÚ 1) 
Let the yogi’s patched cloak (khintha) be a reminder of the 
passage of time, of Kaal whose morsel is the body. Let the 
yogi’s methods, practices and means (jugat) be his walking 
staff---for the realization of God with the force of seen 
evidence. 
AweI pMQI sgl jmwqI min jIqY jgu jIqu ] (6-17, jpu, mÚ 1) 
Having entered the highest panth (sangha or order of 
yogis), the brotherhood of all mankind, conquer your own 
mind, and you will conquer the world. 
The greatest enemy is our uncontrolled mind which 
spawns mistaken beliefs. Perhaps it can never be 
controlled entirely, however, mind can be lifted, by the 
mind itself, from error and false hopes, through the 
many solutions taught by the Guru, psychological as 
well as spiritual. 

 
GOD WRITES, ERASES 

Guru Nanak says all human beings are ‘written’, in the 
sense of being inscribed with a destined future, by the ever-
flowing pen of God: 
sBnw iliKAw vuVI klwm ] (3-15, jpu, mhlw 1) 
In the Writ of the Lord is the ‘hand’ or handwriting with 
which each mark, sign, or alphabet is enumerated. His is the 
agency. He is thus ‘Karta Purakh’, the Divine Doer who is 
eulogized by Guru Nanak in the Mul Mantra on the first 
page of the Granth Sahib.  
 
hukmI hovin jIA hukim imlY vifAweI ] (1-8, jpu, mhlw 1) 
By His authority all jivs come into existence. And He 
ordains that they are given His attributes (as revelations of 
Him in the human heart), and that they will glorify Him. 

 
jIA jMq siB qyrw Kylu ] (11-18, Awsw, mhlw 4) 
God disposes in ‘play’. All human beings and living 
creatures are a play of His manifestation, says Guru Ram 
Das. The Creator has imbued them with material form and 
the breath of life (prana). 

 
so ikau mnhu ivswrIAY jw ky jIA prwx ] (16-3, isrIrwgu, 
mhlw 1)  
Says Guru Nanak, why be heedless of the One who has 
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sovereignty over jiv and prana? 
Air, and the breaths we draw of air, and without which we 
expire in minutes, is the most obvious manifestation of 
Prana, the vital force. Not only is Prana the power in 
breath to give life to all creatures, it is also the universal 
energy that sustains the cosmos. 

 
Jiv in Sanskrit means the individual soul-self. Guru Nanak 
extends the meaning of this term to include all who dwell in 
other worlds in the cosmos: 
swcw swhbu eyku qU hoir jIAw kyqy loA ]3] (15-7, isrIrwgu, 
mhlw 1)  
You are the True Master, One alone (beyond numerals), 
many are the jiv in so many worlds. 

 
EVERYTHING WILL PASS 

 
Driq Awkwsu pwqwlu hY cMdu sUru ibnwsI ] (1100-8, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
The earth, the akaash or ether (the subtlest of the five 
elements, the particular vehicle of life and sound, from which 
both speech and hearing arise), the nether world (patala), the 
moon and the sun shall perish, says Guru Arjun Dev. 
bwidswh swh aumrwv Kwn Fwih fyry jwsI ] (1100-9, mwrU, mÚ 
5) Emperors, shahs, wazirs and khans: their dwellings will 
be brought down. In Guru Arjun Dev’s time the Mughal 
Empire stretched till Kabul. It subjugated the predominantly 
Hindu masses, hence all the terms used apply to Muslim 
overlords. 
rMg quMg grIb msq sBu loku isDwsI ] (1100-9, mwrU, mhlw 5) 
The indulgent, the poor, the humble, the drunk (with pride), 
all will pass on. 
kwjI syK mswiekw sBy auiT jwsI ] (1100-10, mwrU, mhlw 5) 
The Qazi, Shaikh and sadhik, all shall depart. 
pIr pYkwbr AaulIey ko iQru n rhwsI ] (1100-10, mwrU, mhlw 5) 
The spiritual teachers, prophets and their disciples none of these 
will be unshakable. 
rojw bwg invwj kqyb ivxu buJy sB jwsI ](1100-10, mwrU, mhlw 
5) The Ramadan fast, call to prayer, bowing in supplication 
and the sacred book (Holy Koran), without elucidation (of 
true gyan or understanding) all will go 
lK caurwsIh mydnI sB AwvY jwsI ] (1100-11, mwrU, mhlw 5) 
The 84 lakh worlds, all will continue to come and go 
inhclu scu Kudwie eyku Kudwie bMdw AibnwsI ]17] (1100-
11, mwrU, mhlw 5) 
(Only) God is true and permanent, and only the slave of 
God is indestructible. 

 
Says Kabir, we are mere puppets of clay but we have been 
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given the name of man: 
kbIr mwtI ky hm pUqry mwnsu rwiKEu nwau ] (1367-16, slok, 
kbIr jIau) 
We are but visitors here for a few days (the four ages of man 
are like four days) yet we stake out more and more land for 
our burial: cwir idvs ky pwhuny bf bf rUMDih Twau ]64] 
(1367-17, slok, kbIr jIau) 
Man is a burden on this earth even in death. He is a guest for 
a short span of time yet he wants to occupy more and more 
land (for his grave)! 

 
PONDER DEATH 

 
AwKIN syKw bMdgI clxu Aju ik kil ]97] (1383-1, slok, 
syK PrId jI) 
O sheikh, offer yourself in servitude to God, you can depart 
today or tomorrow. 
PrIdw koTy mMfp mwVIAw eyqu n lwey icqu ] (1380-18, slok, 
syK PrId) 
High terraces, havelis and palaces --- do not attach your mind 
to these. Center your consciousness on old age and death, 
says Shaikh Farid: 
imtI peI AqolvI koie n hosI imqu ]57] (1380-19, slok, syK PrId) 
When they collapse into heaps of dust, no one will be your friend. 

 
Animals of an order lower to man are heedless of death. 
Human beings, who are unmindful of death, are akin to 
animals, says Guru Arjun Dev: 
imrqu hsY isr aUpry psUAw nhI bUJY ] (809-12, iblwvlu, mÚ 
5) Death laughs over his head but the animal-like man does 
not grasp this (the reality). 
bwd swd AhMkwr mih mrxw nhI sUJY ]1] (809-12, iblwvlu, mÚ 5) 
Immersed in conflict, indulgence and egotism, the thought of death does 
not occur to him. 

 
Worldly might will be overturned, says Guru Nanak: 
DrqI aupir kot gV kyqI geI vjwie ] (595-7, soriT, mÚ 1) 
Who on earth had thousands of fortresses, so many were 
heralded but have departed. 
jo Asmwin n mwvnI iqn nik nQw pwie ] (595-7, soriT, mÚ 
1) And those who could not be contained even by the sky 
have had rings put through their noses. 
jy mn jwxih sUlIAw kwhy imTw Kwih ]3] (595-8, soriT, mÚ 1) 
If their heart knows they are to be hung on a stake, why 
would they eat sweets (relish worldly pleasures)? 

 
PREY TO A THOUSAND DEATHS 
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Death is unavoidable and the causes of death are many and 
everywhere. 
kbIr hrnw dUblw iehu hrIAwrw qwlu ] (1367-5, slok, 
kbIr jIau) Says Kabir, the deer is frail though the pool is 
lush with green vegetation. 
One deer, a hundred thousand hunters: How can it escape 
death? How can the deer be saved? 
lwK AhyrI eyku jIau kyqw bMcau kwlu ]53] (1367-6, slok, kbIr 
jIau) Death is personified in many ways in the Granth Sahib. 
Kabir says a human being can be killed by a thousand 
means. Lakhs of hunters (aheri) are chasing a lone creature 
(jiv). How can he escape Kaal? 

 
When the command comes, says Nanak, even an ant can 
pull out a man’s life-breath: 
hovMiq AwigAw Bgvwn purKh nwnk kItI sws AkrKqy ]7] 
(1354-10, shsik®qI, mhlw 5) 
The Lord’s writ runs such that a man’s life is prey to the 
tiniest deadly circumstance (even an ant). 

 
THE SWAN-SOUL DEPARTS ALONE 
Kabir describes a typical scene, when death strikes a 
household, in order to contrast the known world of daily life 
with the unknown world of the dead and the mystery of the 
onward journey. 
idhrI bYTI imhrI rovY duAwrY lau sMig mwie ] (1124-10, 
kydwrw, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Sitting in the doorway his wife wails, his mother 
accompanies his body till the outer gate (women being 
confined within the four walls of their home). 
mrht lig sBu logu kutMbu imil hMsu iekylw jwie ]1] (1124-11, 
kydwrw, Bgq kbIr jI) 
All the people, together with his family and relatives (and 
the corpse), move to the cremation site but the swan-soul 
departs all alone. 

 
BY rovY gux swir smwly ko mrY n muieAw nwly ](582-10,vfhMsu, 
mhlw 1) Weep in fear of God, cherish His godly attributes, 
for no one dies with the dead. 

 
ggn ngir iek bUMd n brKY nwdu khw ju smwnw ] (480-10, 
Awsw, kbIr jIau) 
From the sky of the mind, the city of the Tenth Gate (dasva 
dwar), the human body has ten apertures, not even a drop 
rains down. 
Where is the music, the mystical sound current (Naad) 
which was contained in it? Asks Kabir, where is the 
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indwelling Presence? 
 
Naad is the unstruck sound in Naad Yoga, called anahata 
nada. Anahata is the name for the heart chakra in 
Kundalini Yoga.  
 
pwrbRhm prmysur mwDo prm hMsu ly isDwnw ]1] (480-10, Awsw, 
kbIr jIau) 
The Supreme Deity, the Transcendent Lord (Madhava) has 
departed with the supreme swan-soul (Paramhansa), the 
being of the highest spiritual realization (from the 
mythological belief that a swan can separate water from 
milk), who has discarded the unreal for the real, the darkness 
for the light, and the mortal for the Immortal. Having 
separated himself fully from all that is not truth- 
--he is a veritable manifestation of the divine in humanity. 

 
WORLDLINESS A SNARE 
Dualism (a perception of the one underlying reality clouded 
by a pervading and permeating worldliness) is a noose 
(snare). Guru Amar Das says double-mindedness leads to 
the death of the jiv and is an obstacle to surrender: 
jo AwieAw so sBu ko jwsI ] (1047-2, mwrU, mÚ 3) 
All who come will have to depart. 
dUjY Bwie bwDw jm PwsI ] (1047-2, mwrU, mÚ 3) 
In the love of the other-than-real, human beings are bound 
to the gallows. Jum or Yam (in Sanskrit), the Hindu Lord of 
Death, who controls who dies and what happens to them 
after death, is here pictured as the hangman with his noose. 

 
Buddhism strongly influenced the early Advaita (the term 
means ‘non-dual’) Vedanta school of philosophy, according 
to which knowledge of Brahman---the divine power, is the 
only reality, and is devoid of multiplicity or duality: such 
superhuman knowing leads to liberation. It is reached by 
contemplation (bichar) or application of the sense of 
discrimination on the received teachings of the Vedanta, 
ritual and devotion being incidental. 
Guru Arjun Dev says, an individual may be said to be a 
living corpse if he is impermeable to the love of the 
Lord. 
ikau jIvnu pRIqm ibnu mweI ] (1207-12, swrg, mhlw 5) 
Why do I keep on living without the Beloved, O my mother? 
In the agony of separation, Guru Arjun Dev says, an 
individual may be said to be a living corpse, dead to the 
love of the Lord. In Sikh mysticism the pure love relation 
between man and God is perceived as that of creature and 
Creator, of slave in the presence of his master, or the lover 
yearning for the Beloved. 



101  

jw ky ibCurq hoq imrqkw igRh mih rhnu n pweI ]1] rhwau ] 
(1207- 13, swrg, mhlw 5) 
Separated from whom one becomes a corpse, and cannot 
remain in the house. 

 
Life is the reality of all men but some find life in this mortal 
body unreal. They yearn for the Absolute and want to be rid 
of corporeal life. They look upon the body as a corpse to be 
cast out. What we grasp as life, a fixed personal identity and 
personality in a material body is ‘death’. Separation from the 
Lord can lead to such an extremity. When we abandon our 
living, loving faith in Him, which can be defined as a daily 
relationship of finding the Lord and responding to His will, 
we are absent from his Word, dead. ‘The words I have 
spoken to you are spirit and life.’ (John 6:63) 

 
imrqk khIAih nwnkw ijh pRIiq nhI BgvMq ]1] (253-8, 
gauVI, mhlw 5) 
Call such a one a corpse, says Guru Arjun Dev, who does 
not love God.  
In the living moment if our minds are not centred on the 
Word, we are as though dead. 

 
DHARMA 

According to Hindu beliefs, the jiv, existing as a separate 
entity, leaves the body through an opening in the head, the 
sahasra chakra, and goes to another world, parlok, where 
some form of judgement takes place because the jiv 
reincarnates, but this interim is not dwelt upon in the Granth 
Sahib.  

Sikhism has been described as a God-centric religion---it 
dwells on what God is as the centre of the world. As Guru 
Nanak says: 
srvr mih hMsu hMs mih swgru ] (685-16, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
In the pool is the swan-soul, in the swan-soul is the cosmic 
ocean. God is immanent and should be sought within, not 
outside man. srvr hMs Dury hI mylw KsmY eyvY Bwxw ] (956-
12, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
The coming together of the lake and swan is pre-ordained from the 
beginning: so it has pleased the Lord. 

 
The Writ of God establishes the realm of Dharma on earth: 
pvx pwxI AgnI pwqwl ] (7-11, jpu, mhlw 1) 
iqsu ivic DrqI Qwip rKI Drm swl ] (7-12, jpu, mhlw 1) 
In the celestial sphere of wind, water, fire and earth, says 
Guru Nanak, God has established the earth, as the place of 
dharma (dharamsaal), an axis of Righteousness. Here the 
Sanskrit dharma primarily designates Truth, as the next few 



102  

lines reveal: 
iqsu ivic jIA jugiq ky rMg ] (7-12, jpu, mhlw 1) 
In this realm He has placed various beings (jivs) and a 
multiplicity of His works. 
iqn ky nwm Anyk Anµq ] (7-12, jpu, mhlw 1) 
Their names are many without end. 
krmI krmI hoie vIcwru ] (7-13, jpu, mhlw 1) 

Their ideation is by karmas, as each jiv comes into 
being in continuous emanation, in God’s evolving 
creation. 
scw Awip scw drbwru ] (7-13, jpu, mhlw 1) 
Not only is God Himself true but true is His Durbar (the 
Supreme Presence therein). The True One invoked here is 
the Absolute. 

 
Some 2550 years ago, Sakyamuni Buddha used the Pali 
dhamma (Sanskrit dharma, for his teachings) without the 
assignation to it of any meaning that could be said to have 
been divinely revealed to him---by a Creator whose 
existence could be confirmed, but here Guru Nanak teaches 
that God the Creator exists and is known by His attribute, 
Truth. After his enlightenment, the Buddha’s dharma came 
to mean his Teaching, his Way or Path, and the virtuous 
practice of Truth (of man’s freedom to realize Truth by 
freedom from suffering caused by impermanence, bondage 
and ignorance). 

 
Folded within all these meanings is dharma, the covenant or 
birad, the ‘hold’ the Divine enjoins upon man---to realize 
above senses, reason and emotions, spiritual consciousness, 
the epi-phenomenon of matter. When dharma is held, ‘sewn’ 
with Truth, in mystic consciousness, Guru Nanak says there 
can be no severance: 
scu purwxw hovY nwhI sIqw kdy n pwtY ] (956-1, rwmklI, mÚ 
1) Truth does not become old (worn or damaged in the 
passage of time) once made (known) by sewing 
(fastening) it to spiritual consciousness. In this simple 
testimony of the mystic state of Oneness, Guru Nanak 
says. 
nwnk swihbu sco scw iqcru jwpI jwpY ]1] (956-1, rwmklI, mÚ 
1) Nanak, the Lord of all that is true, is the Truest 
(Highest); there where we perceive Him (everywhere), He 
is known. Truth renews and is ever renewed. 
Truth is imperfectly recognised by men except where there 
is His favour. In this verse Guru Nanak does not speak of 
the Lord as an embodiment of Truth, but as Absolute Truth. 

 
ieknw pwir lµGwvih Awpy siqguru ijn kw scu byVw ]8] (1081-
14, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
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Some are carried across by Satguru Himself, for whom 
Satguru, their sailing vessel or boat, is Truth. 

 
kwr kmwvih sc kI lwhw imlY rjwie ] (59-2, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 

Our karmas earn (the only universally intelligible) profit, 
which is Truth, received if He so wills. And the benefit of 
truth realized is reza (rjwie) His provision for our sweet 
acquiescence, not as an act but as a state. 

 
The Buddha did not accept ‘a single, permanent, 
unchangeable God as the Creator’. He accepted the cause 
and effect of karma over countless lifetimes as the 
knowable Reality. Consequences arise caused by deeds, 
yet the doer has no existence (self). rYxwier mih sBu ikCu hY 
krmI plY pwie ] (949-10, rwmklI, mÚ 3) 
All things are in the time-ocean, by karma they are 
apportioned (to each). 
nwnk gurmuiK pweIAY jw kau ndir kryie ]3] (948-13, 
rwmklI,  
mÚ 3) 
Nanak, the Gurmukh receives, who is blessed with God’s 
favour. The Arabic nadar (offering) emphasizes the Divine 
benefaction by which causation occurs. 

 
BECOME A GURMUKH 

The Gurmukh, literally ‘one whose face is turned toward 
God’, is a man who ‘knows’ God and worships only the 
Word. The Gurmukh glorifies God, unlike the Munmukh, 
who is self-absorbed and deluded---with mind-engendered 
formations, images, paintings and idols, worshipping them 
and bowing to their imagined demands and commands. The 
Gurmukh glorifies and has his being in the incorruptible, 
eternal, ever-loving God. 
Aidstu Agocru AlKu inrMjnu so dyiKAw gurmuiK AwKI ]12] 
(87-19, isrIrwgu, mÚ 3) 
Using the spiritual metaphors of eyes and vision, Guru 
Amar Das says the man who is in right standing with God 
(the Gurmukh) beholds with his very eyes the Unseen, 
Unknowable, Hidden, Immaculate Lord. As it is said in the 
Bible: ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see 
God’ (Matthew 5:8). It is the Guru who has granted him a 
vision of God, the ‘eye of faith’. 
The Gurmukh does not change the truth of God into a lie, 
through falsehood, slander or blasphemy, or by worshipping 
with a heart swollen with pride. 
gurmuiK nwnk sic smweIAY gurmuiK inj pdu pweIAY ]4]6] 
(1329-4, pRBwqI, mÚ 1) 
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The Gurmukh, says Nanak, merges in the Truth, the 
Gurmukh attains the exalted state within. 

 
LIFE IN DEATH 

Virtuous ideals seem impossible to attain in this life, such as 
the ideal of perfect truthfulness. Falsehood may result in 
hopelessness or religious doubt, and its removal may never 
be attempted. The concept of ‘death before dying’, however, 
offers release into ‘another life’, into a state of transcendence 
in which, in this life itself, the most sublime consciousness 
may be reached.  

Guru Amar Das reminds us that the mortal must die to his 
unruly desires, his needs, wishes, emotions, irrational habits, 
natural character, animal characteristics, life of sensuality, 
all that makes him doubt, or distracts him from, the Lord’s 
instructions, which are sown within us by the Guru-Word: 
jIvqu mrY mrY Puin jIvY qW moKMqru pwey ] (550-3, ibhwgVw, 
mÚ 3) If while yet alive the mortal ‘dies’, then by ‘dying’ 
he lives and discovers the door to moksha. 

 
sbid mrY soeI jnu pUrw ] (1046-4, mwrU, mÚ 3) 
Says Guru Amar Das, That humble being who dies in the shabad 
(sabda in Sanskrit) is perfect plenitude. 

 
Fear of death can be overcome, but killing the ego-
mind is as difficult as killing a tiger, says Guru Nanak.: 
bwGu mrY mnu mwrIAY ijsu siqgur dIiKAw hoie ] (1410-15, 
slok vwrW qy vDIk, mÚ 1) 
And only he succeeds who has the Satguru’s diksha 
(benediction) in the form of teachings. 
Awp pCwxY hir imlY bhuiV n mrxw hoie ] (1410-15, slok 
vwrW qy vDIk, mhlw 1) 
Guru Nanak says, he who understands his essential identity 
as created spirit, meets with the Lord and never ‘dies’. Such 
a one has met the first requisite which is to understand the 
nature of man and life in the universe. 

 
DYING IN THE SHABAD 

 
sbid mrY so mir rhY iPir mrY n dUjI vwr ] (58-9, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 1) He who dies in the shabad remains dead and will 
never die a second time (will never be reborn); mystical 
death is the realization of a state beyond death, says Guru 
Nanak. The shabad belongs to the category of the infinite. 
There are many selves and many perceptions of them over 
one and many lifetimes, which are intrinsically imperfect and 
conducive to suffering. The enlightened being remains dead 
to this function of the I-self. 
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The ‘death’ of the egoistic self is enacted in the state of 
transcendence into higher consciousness (as it is in fact 
enacted when the body destructs and dies); venality, 
covetousness, lust and other worldly defilements are removed 
as not belonging to the state of ‘death’. 

 
Guru Arjun Dev exhorts the sikh (follower of the Guru, 
learner) to dwell on the shabad, which is the support of 
mortals in birth and death: 
isKhu sbdu ipAwirho jnm mrn kI tyk ] (320-5, gauVI, mÚ 5) 

 
Good karma, obedience to universal law, many kriyas 
(religious rituals, dogmatic externalities) --- above all these 
is Naam and conduct (the most appropriate actions of the 
mind, body and heart toward others).  
krm Drm Anyk ikirAw sB aUpir nwmu Acwru ]2](405-9, 
Awsw,  
mÚ 5) 
Believers meditate on the Vedas and the Shastras to swim 
across the world-ocean, but mechanical or outwardly- pious 
repetition of the Name will not suffice. 
pRxviq nwnk gurmuiK CUtis rwm nwim ilv lwgI 
]4]2]3](1126-4, BYrau, mÚ 1) 
Prays Nanak, the Gurmukh is redeemed when he is 
psychically attuned to Naam, in single-minded absorption 
(liv). The word liv refers to the yogic state of super-
consciousness (here of Ram Naam) during meditation. 
The present moment is the only aperture through which the 
jiv can pass out of time, and through which grace can enter. 
It is a window through which the jiv focuses in deep 
meditation and intense devotion to the Naam and enters 
unitive life with Satguru.  Naam is the light by which it is 
identified. 

 
MYSTICAL DEATH 

 
ault BeI jIvq mir jwigAw ] (221-3, gauVI guAwryrI, mÚ 1) 
Says Guru Nanak, when I turned around the other way, 
away from worldly life, and became dead while yet alive 
(practiced the right view of annihilation) I awoke. 
sbid rvy mnu hir isau lwigAw ] (221-4, gauVI guAwryrI, mÚ 
1) Lovingly immersed in the Shabda, my heart became 
attached to the Lord. Shabda is Word-God or Brahman (in 
the Vedas) in the form of the (sound) syllable. Guru Nanak 
says he was illumined and enthralled. 

 
God reveals himself in the Word through attributes of truth, 
virtue, peace, love and contentment, made cognizable to 
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human beings, for God is faithful to His Word. If human 
beings are dead to the mystical shabda they are not alive to 
their divine potential: 
ibnu sbdY muAw hY sBu koie ] (1418-5, slok vwrW qy vDIk, mhlw 3) 
Without the Shabda everyone is dead. 
mnmuKu muAw Apunw jnmu Koie ] (1418-5, slok vwrW qy vDIk, 
mhlw 3) The self-willed Munmukh dies. He loses the 
opportunity that human birth affords. 

 
God in His grace communicates through the sabda of the 
Guru. As Owen Cole explains: ‘Any aspect of the created 
world which communicates a vision or glimpse of the nature 
of God or of his purpose is to be regarded as an expression 
of the sabad. The guru who expresses, or draws attention to, 
this revelation is not a human preceptor. It is the ‘voice’ of 
God mystically uttered within the human heart…’ 

 
‘To die before dying’ is endorsed by many religions as the 
entrance into a state of enlightenment. Mystical death is the 
key. Human beings know it and speak of it theoretically, 
symbolically, and metaphorically, and mystics experience it 
as a state described in the Koran as ‘dying before death’. 
The ultimate goal of the mystic’s path is the loss of his own 
identity, that is, death in a spiritual sense before death in the 
physical sense occurs. This spiritual quest for ‘death’ 
before dying is based on a saying attributed to the Prophet: 
‘Die before you die!’ 
‘Let us die before dying, Bahu, only then is the Lord 
attained,’ says Sultan Bahu in his Abyat. 
‘How fortunate are they, Bahu, who die while still living!’ 

 
jIvq mrY buJY pRBu soie ] (741-9, sUhI, mÚ 5) 
Says Guru Arjun Dev, the one who dies while living, knows God. 

 
Such a one reaches supra knowledge, beyond cognitions of 
symbol, myth, allegory, even language and thought itself---
this has been the testimony of many mystics. ‘Death is a 
great preacher of deathlessness.’ (Maltbie Davenport 
Babcock). The mystical death is the dying worth knowing. 
The Granth Sahib exhorts us to embrace it for love of God 
and unitive life in Him. 

 
Bvn cqur ds BwTI kIn@I bRhm Agin qin jwrI ry ] (969-3, 
rwmklI, kbIr jIau) 
Bhagat Kabir, the greatest Nirguna poet of the Middle Ages, 
says he has burnt his body through mortification: I have 
made the fourteen worlds the furnace, and I have burnt my 
body with the fire of God. The fire of Brahman has 
extinguished his self-willed nature, the play of which nature 
arises from the belief that one is a differentiated body, with a 
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unique personality and special characteristics. He has 
become a gnostic, God is a consuming fire. In Christianity, 
the Holy Spirit is a Spirit of fire. And Jesus says, ‘I’ve come 
to bring fire on earth.’ 

 
kbIr ksautI rwm kI JUTw itkY n koie ] (948-8, rwmklI, 
kbIr) Kabir, such is the touchstone of Ram, the false 
cannot withstand the testing 
rwm ksautI so shY jo mrjIvw hoie ]1] (948-8, rwmklI, kbIr) 
It can be withstood by the dead-existent. 

 
The mystic Guru Angad describes what it means to live as 
though dead: 
AKI bwJhu vyKxw ivxu kMnw sunxw ] (139-2, mwJ, mÚ 2) 
To see without eyes, to hear without ears (such is the 
mystic’s state in enthrallment). The term ‘mysticism’ is 
etymologically related to the word ‘mystery’, and what the 
mystic experiences is independent of the physical senses, 
with the added meaning of concealment and consequent 
silence. 
pYrw bwJhu clxw ivxu hQw krxw ] (139-2, mwJ, mÚ 2) 
To walk without feet, to work without hands 
jIBY bwJhu bolxw ieau jIvq mrxw ] (139-2, mwJ, mÚ 2) 
To speak without a tongue (to bear witness to what has been 
spiritually discerned without the limitations of ordinary 
language), this is dying whilst still alive. 

 
qnu mnu gur pih vyicAw mnu dIAw isru nwil ] (20-16, 
isrIrwgu,  
mhlw 1) 
Having sold body and mind to the Guru, says Guru Nanak, 
I have given my heart and head as well. 
iqRBvxu Koij FMFoilAw gurmuiK Koij inhwil ] (20-16, isrIrwgu,  
mhlw 1) 
Having searched the three worlds (the nether, the middle 
and the ether world) the Gurmukh finds Him and is beside 
himself in rapturous joy. 
The word khoj means both searching (the Tribhavan) and 
finding the object of one’s search, the Divine Guru. 

 
NO EXEMPTION 

 
jIvq mrxw sBu ko khY jIvn mukiq ikau hoie ] (948-11, 
rwmklI,  
mÚ 3) 
The living must die one day, all agree on this; but how can 
they be liberated whilst living? 
Says Guru Amar Das: 
BY kw sMjmu jy kry dwrU Bwau lweyie ] (948-12, rwmklI, mÚ 3) 
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If one exercises the discipline of fear (of God), takes the 
medicine of love (of God) 
If one is free of the bondage of ignorance and suffering, 
and the continuum of pain, one apprehends an innate 
condition of the human mind---freedom from itself. 
Anidnu gux gwvY suK shjy ibKu Bvjlu nwim qryie ] 
(948-12, rwmklI, mÚ 3) 
If one, day and night, sings His praise in the state of bliss 
(sahaj), one crosses the poisonous, terrifying world-ocean, 
recalling His Name. 

 
SAHAJ 

 
They who have found Him are fortunate indeed. They 
remain absorbed in Him in a state of blissful sahaj, which 
is not the realization of any one particular aspect pervading 
and permeating many different realities but is an intuition 
of the whole (Ultimate Reality): 
sy vfBwgI ijnI pwieAw shjy rhy smwie ]4] (68-11, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 3) The one-pointedness of sahaj cannot be realized by 
taking apart particularities. As the truth of the lotus lies not 
in its stalk, petals or leaves but in the whole, so also sahaj is 
the totality, which can be realized in a perfect non-dualistic, 
non-wavering state of mind. 
From it originates all, in it all merges again, but it is itself 
free from all existence and non-existence---it never 
originates at all. mwieAw ivic shju n aUpjY mwieAw dUjY Bwie 
] (68-11, isrIrwgu,  
mÚ 3) 
The equipoise of sahaj does not exist in maya. Maya is the 
name of divisiveness, double-minded existence. Sahaj is 
bliss, intuitive balance; it is an intuition of the whole, beyond 
conceptual knowledge. Maya is desire for the existence of 
forms and arouses a hunger to engage with, to possess and 
control these forms (rupa). 

 
ijin kihAw iqin khnu vKwinAw ] (221-17, gauVI guAwryrI, 
mÚ 1) Guru Nanak says, the one who speaks, is really 
describing speech (telling us more about the act of speech, 
than God). In one sense speech is about itself: It cannot go 
beyond the limited potentialities, the mental formations 
possible in a particular language. 
ijin bUiJAw iqin shij pCwinAw ] (221-17, gauVI guAwryrI, 
mÚ 1) But the one who has true understanding (but does not 
speak of it), intuitively recognizes and grasps the station 
that is sahaj. 

 
What is the use of shoring up experiences in the world, there 
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is no end to them but there is an end to us: 

qij swd shj suKu hoeI ] (989-12, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Give up liking (enjoyment) of the world, find happiness in sahaj 
(equipoise, unfaltering detachment). 
Gr Cfxy rhY n koeI ] (989-12, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
All have to leave their home, no one can stay here. 
ikCu KwjY ikCu Dir jweIAY ] (989-13, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Some things are eaten (experienced), some we leave 
(without taking) behind. 

 
RELEASE FROM DEATH THROES 

The use of the Hindi word kaal for both time and death 
indicates that the passage of time, if not accident, disease or 
old age, will bring us inexorably to death. The prayer of 
Guru Gobind Singh, seeking assuagement of the cutting 
pains of death (traas), is recited each day by Sikhs: 
Awp hwQ dY muJY aubirXY ] 
mrn kwl kw qRws invirXY 
] 
Lord, stretch out Your hand and save me. Guru Gobind 
Singh prays to God to free him from the throes of the end 
time. His words do not indicate that God has corporeal 
being, words like ‘hand’ mean ‘agency’ by means of which 
the individual is pulled out of the sinful world and saved. 
The acme of heroism and valour, who transformed cowardly 
doves into hawks and altered the course of Indian history by 
his defiance of the Mughals, beseeches the Lord to protect 
him. 

 
kiv kIrq jo sMq crn muiV lwgih iqn@ kwm k®oD jm ko nhI 
qRwsu ] (1406-1, sveIey mhly cauQy ky,bl´) 
So spoke Kirat the poet, says Guru Ram Das, those who 
grasp the feet of saints are not plagued by the throes of lust, 
anger and death. 

 
jnm jnm Brmq iPirE imitE n jm ko qRwsu ] (1428-4, 
slok,  
mhlw 9) 
Mortals wander lost and confused through countless 
lifetimes and the. Through countless lifetimes we have 
wandered round (in circles, coming and going), the throes of 
death have not been obliterated. 
‘A place where man can live unharmed by death does not 
exist.’ (Buddha) 
khu nwnk hir Bju mnw inrBY pwvih bwsu ]33] (1428-5, 
slok,  
mhlw 9) 
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Says Nanak, sing His praises and find your abode in the 
Fearless Lord. Worship Him and enter the state of 
fearlessness. 

 
HIS COMMAND 

In the Granth Sahib the word for Divine Will is the Arabic 
Hukam. If we are surrendered to it, it is by the grace of God. 
What He wills is interpreted by believers as his judgement. 
hukmy mukqI hukmy nrkw ] (1081-12, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
By His Hukam (sovereign decree) one finds mukti 
(liberation) or hell (narak). Narak is all that we seek 
liberation from in our earthly sojourn. 
hukim sYswrI hukmy Bgqw ] (1081-12, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
By His Hukam one is worldly or a worshipper. 
hukmy hoCw hukmy dwnw dUjw nwhI Avru DVw ]7] (1081-12, mwrU, 
mÚ 5) By His Hukam one is a fool or a sage. There is no 
other support other than His Hukam. 

 
Hukam is also interpreted as the ‘Law’ of Abrahamic 
religions (Islam, Christianity and Judaism), which is 
revealed to the chosen. ‘All pain---physical, emotional or 
spiritual---begins and is maintained by a factor of resistance’ 
(Eckhart Tolle) and resistance to His Hukam is foolish and 
immoral. Guru Arjun Dev says even Kaal exists at God’s 
command (Hukam): 
kauqku kwlu iehu hukim pTwieAw ] (1081-14, mwrU, mÚ 5) 

Guru Nanak says in his Japji Sahib: The world of matter is 
created by His ordinance (Hukam): 
hukmI hovin Awkwr hukmu n kihAw jweI ] (1-7, jpu, mÚ 1) 
By Hukam bodily forms are created. The Lord’s Hukam is 
inexplicable, it cannot be told (given the limitations of 
language). The mystic striving for a deeper knowledge of 
God comes to the realization that ‘real gnosis is 
bewilderment’. 
ieknw hukmI bKsIs ieik hukmI sdw BvweIAih ] (1-9, jpu, 
mÚ 1) One, by His command, is forgiven and favoured; the 
other, by His command, is forever wandering (lost in 
cyclical time). 

 
KAAL INESCAPABLE 
 
jo jwnih qUM Apuny kwjY so sMig n cwlY qyrY qsUAw ] (206-13, 
gauVI,  
mÚ 5) 
Those who you think will be useful to you (in your work), 
not one will walk with you---not a whit. 
nwgo AwieE nwg isDwsI Pyir iPirE Aru kwil grsUAw ]1] 
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(206-13, gauVI, mÚ 5) 
Naked you came and naked you shall depart. Once more 
you will go around the circle of birth and death, a morsel for 
the jaws of Death. 

 
syvq syvq sdw syiv qyrY sMig bsqu hY kwlu ] (214-7, gOVI 
mwlvw,  
mÚ 5) 
Serve, serve, and forever serve, the Lord. Death dwells with 
you, says Guru Arjun Dev. The unavoidability of death, 
together with the awareness of being alive, persists in man’s 
consciousness. One exists with the other. 

 
But bhakti (devotional worship) can mitigate kaal, says 
Guru Arjun Dev: 
Bgvq BIir skiq ismrn kI ktI kwl BY PwsI ] (1162-1, 
BYrau,  
mhlw 5) 
Taking refuge with a host of God's saints, in the power of 
simran (calling out to Him by His Name), the fear of Kaal, 
the noose around every mortal’s neck, is cut. 

 
Guru Arjun Dev teaches how man may attain an 
eternal perspective by these means, as did Kabir: 
dwsu kmIru ciV@E gV@ aUpir rwju lIE AibnwsI ]6]9]17] 
(1162 
-1, BYrau, mhlw 5) 
Servant Kabir climbed atop the fortress (strove to 
reach the pinnacle of spiritual endeavour), and 
obtained the eternal, imperishable dominion. 
Meditating on God’s greatness, Guru Nanak says only God 
is imperishable: He is the Eternal Doer, and Kaal has no 
power over Him: 
qU Akwl purKu nwhI isir kwlw ] (1, 1038-15) 

JUM, REGENT OF DEATH 
 
Jum is Yam(a), the God of death in Hinduism, pictured 
in the verses of the Granth Sahib with a hangman’s 
rope in hand. 
ijin@ kIqy iqsY n syvn@I dydw irjku smwie ] (1249-3, swrMg, 
mÚ 3) Men do not serve the One who created them, who 
gives to all to sustain them. 
jm kw Pwhw glhu n ktIAY iPir iPir Awvih jwie ](1249-3, 
swrMg, mÚ 3) 
The noose of Death (Jum) is not cut from their necks: they 
come and go (in the cycle of rebirth) over and over again. 

 



112  

eyk aUpir ijsu jn kI Awsw ] (281-14, gauVI suKmnI, mÚ 
5) Says Guru Arjun Dev, the man who places his trust 
in the One iqs kI ktIAY jm kI Pwsw ] (281-14, gauVI 
suKmnI, mÚ 5) The noose of Yama is cut away from his 
neck. 

 
qrvr ivCuMny nh pwq juVqy jm mig gaunu iekylI ](546-10, 
ibhwgVw, mÚ 5) 
Leaves fallen from a branch of a tree cannot be rejoined to 
it. Alone on the path to death, the jiv that is separated from 
the Lord is denied the miracle of redemption, the promise of 
being united with the Lord. 
 
The knowing (the experience) of unitive existence is denied 
to the non-believer. 
ibnvMq nwnk ibnu nwm hir ky sdw iPrq duhylI ]1] 
(546-10, 
ibhwgVw, mÚ 5) 
Prays Nanak, without the Name of the Lord the severed jiv wanders 
about forever desolate and distraught. 

 
dUjY Bwie duKu hoie mnmuK jim joihAw jIau ] (690-11, DnwsrI, 
mÚ 4) In duality, the Munmukh or egotistic man (whose 
heart is set on resisting the Lord’s Will and furthering his 
own) is sorrowful. He comes in the sight of Death in all 
things corporeal, corruptible and corrupting (creations of 
the munn). 
hwie hwie kry idnu rwiq mwieAw duiK moihAw jIau ] (690-11, 
DnwsrI, mÚ 4) 
The Munmukh wails day and night, enticed by Maya to 
become attracted to suffering.  
His spirituality is roiled by misguided attachment, the 
wrong ascribing of worth to things which inherently do 
not possess worth. Attachment can be removed by the 
continual performance of spiritual actions such as prayer 
or simran. 
mwieAw duiK moihAw haumY roihAw myrI myrI krq ivhwvey ] (690-
12, DnwsrI, mÚ 4) 
Maya attracts suffering, arising from misguided pride in 
selfhood. People are mistaken in their understanding of 
who they are consequently their pride (false sense of self) 
makes them cry, ‘Mine, mine!’ 
Because of their deep-rooted clinging to an ego-self, 
sometimes as body and sometimes as ‘mind’, which, as the 
Buddha said, does not even exist, they waste their lives 
crying as they do not ascribe value in terms of eternal 
values. 
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siqguru gihr gBIru hY suK swgru AGKMfu ] (50-1, isrIrwgu, 
mhlw 5) The Satguru is the fathomless sea of infinite riches, 
deep and profound peace, destroyer of sin. 
ijin guru syivAw Awpxw jmdUq n lwgY fMfu ] (50-1, isrIrwgu, 
mhlw 5) For those who serve the Guru there is no 
punishment at the hands of the Jumdoot, the Messenger of 
Death. Death is ubiquitous as Jumdoot in the Granth Sahib. 
Guru Nanak also uses the word jundaar, meaning the one 
who flays human beings at the command of Death (Death’s 
hangman). 
 
ijau Agin mrY jil pwieAY iqau iqRsnw dwsin dwis ] (22-6, 
isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
Guru Nanak says just as fire is extinguished with water, so 
insatiable desire is quenched meeting the slave of the slave 
of the Lord. 
jm jMdwru n lgeI ieau Baujlu qrY qrwis ]2] (22-6, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 1) Death’s hangman walks not with you, and thus your 
boat sails across the world-ocean. 
JUMKANKAR 

 
ijqu Git vsY pwrbRhmu soeI suhwvw Qwau ] (218-5, gauVI mwJ, 
mÚ 5) The heart in which the Supreme Lord abides, that is a 
beautiful pleasing place. 
jm kMkru nyiV n AwveI rsnw hir gux gwau ]1] (218-5, 
gauVI mwJ, mÚ 5) 
The bondsman of Death (Jumkankar) will not come near--
-chant His praises. 

 
Guru Ram Das says, what to speak of Death, even 
Death’s serf Jumkankar cannot draw near the one who 
apprehends Naam through contemplation: 
jn nwnk nwmu iDAwieAw myrI ijMdVIey jmkMkru nyiV n AwvY rwm 
] (4, 540-17) 
Jan Nanak (Nanak, the banda or servant of God), meditating 
on the Name distinguishes unconditioned reality, which, 
being neither the self nor the body, is therefore untouched 
by Death. 

 
JUMKAAL 

The death of Kaal is release, but, says Guru Amar Das: 
mwieAw moih bDw jmkwly ] (1060-7, mwrU, mÚ 3) 
Because of the delusions of maya, man is bound to 
Jumkaal, both Jum (Death) and Kaal (Time). 
jm kI PwsI kbhU n qUtY dUjY Bwie Brmwiedw ]11] (1060-7, 
mwrU, mÚ3) 
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Death’s noose will never snap. In the love of duality, man 
wanders in metempsychosis. 

 
Death shows no consideration to either the rich or the 
poor. rwjw prjw sm kir mwrY AYso kwlu bfwnI ry ]2] 
(855-9, iblwvlu, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Death kills the king and his subjects alike, and thus is 
raised the great power of Time. 

 
mnmuK cMcl miq hY AMqir bhuqu cqurweI ](1414-15,slok vwrW 
qy vDIk, mÚ 3) 
The Munmukh is fickle-minded and full of craftiness. 
kIqw kriqAw ibrQw gieAw ieku iqlu Qwie n pweI ] (1414-
15, slok vwrW qy vDIk, mÚ 3) 
And doing, what he has done in the past, earns him not an 
iota of redemption. 
puMn dwnu jo bIjdy sB Drm rwie kY jweI ](1414-16, slok vwrW 
qy vDIk, mÚ 3) 
The good he sows in righteous deeds and almsgiving---even 
that is gathered up by Dharma Rai. 
But truth releases man, says Guru Amar Das: 
scw saudw Krcu scu AMqir iprmu ipAwru ] jmkwlu nyiV n 
AwveI Awip bKsy krqwir ] (3, 1415-18) 
Truth is the best bargain, the most right-minded expenditure 
(give- and-take in life), and when graced by love for the 
Lord, Jumkaal (personification of time and destruction) 
comes not near. The Creator himself gives us this blessing. 

 
JUMPUR 

Guru Amar Das calls the world Jumpur (City of Death) but 
holds out hope for the God-aligned. 
jm puir Gor AMDwru mhw gubwru nw iqQY BYx n BweI ] (584-18, 
vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
In Jumpur there is terrible darkness and blinding dust 
clouds, neither sister nor brother (no true companion) is 
there. 
iehu srIru jjrI hY ies no jru phucY AweI ]1] (584-19, 
vfhMsu,  
mÚ 3) 
This body can become old and broken, corroded with rust 
kwieAw kMcnu qW QIAY jW siqguru ley imlwey ](584-19, 
vfhMsu,mÚ 3) But it becomes like gold (the alchemy by which 
gold is cleansed of dross is realized on the spiritual plane by 
the mystic), precious and pure, if Satguru embraces the 
devotee. 
He says the food, dress and discourse of the Munmukh is 
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poison: ibKu Kwxw ibKu pYnxw ibKu ky muiK igrws ] (586-12, 
vfhMsu, mÚ 3) He eats poison wears poison (that which 
corrupts mind and body), and in his mouth himself puts 
morsels of poison (he imbibes not what transforms his 
physical body into a spiritual entity). 
AYQY duKo duKu kmwvxw muieAw nrik invwsu ] (586-13, vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
Here he earns sorrow upon sorrow and dying, dwells in hell. 
mnmuK muih mYlY sbdu n jwxnI kwm kroiD ivxwsu ] (586-13, 
vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
The face of the Munmukh is blackened (like a mirror that 
does not reflect His light brightly) because he does not 
know the Word, lust and anger destroy him. 
Siqgur kw Bau CoifAw mnhiT kMmu n AwvY rwis ] (586-14, 
vfhMsu,  
mÚ 3) 
They forsake fear of the Satguru, and because of their 
stubborn egoistic self-assertions, even their best efforts do 
not come to their aid (are of no consequence in their 
salvation). 
jm puir bDy mwrIAih ko n suxy Ardwis ] (586-14, vfhMsu, mÚ 
3) They are bound and beaten in the City of Death, no one 
hears their pleas. 
nwnk pUrib iliKAw kmwvxw gurmuiK nwim invwsu ]2] 
(586-15, vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
Nanak, what is pre-ordained one earns, the gurmukh 
finds his abode in Naam. 

 
mwieAw moih hir cyqY nwhI ] (111-10, mwJ, mÚ 3) 
Says Guru Amar Das, enticed by attachment to corporeal 
things, Maya prevents man from remembrance of the Lord. 
Often translated as ‘illusion’, maya is also the desire for the 
distractions of changing phenomena. But a lifetime of 
distractions and indulgence cannot eject man from the City 
of Death: 
jmpuir bDw duK shwhI ] (111-10, mwJ, mÚ 3) 
Man remains tied to Jumpur and suffers sorrows for 
all his avoidance. 
Guru Gobind Singh uses the term Mrit Lok (World of 
Death) for the abode of mankind: 
ਜੋ ਪ�ਭ ਜਗਿਤ ਕਹਾ ਸੋ ਕਿਹ ਹ� ॥ ਿਮ�ਤ ਲੋਕ ਤੇ ਮੋਿਨ ਨ ਰਿਹਹ� ॥੩੩॥ 
Whatever the Lord of the world has spoken (to me), I say 
the same unto you. I cannot remain silent in this abode of 
death.) What the Lord has spoken for the benefit of the 
whole universe I speak, I cannot remain silent in this abode 
of death (Mrit Lok). 

 
Says Guru Nanak, faith in God’s loving dispensation casts 
out fear of death: 
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rsu sMgRih ibKu prhir iqAwigAw ] (221-4, gauVI guAwryrI, mÚ 1) 
Collect the Lord's elixir, give up deadly poison. 
Bwie bsy jm kw Bau BwigAw ]3] (221-4, gauVI guAwryrI, mÚ 1) 
Dwell in His love then the fear of death departs. 

 
BIRTH AND DEATH UNKNOWN 
 
Most human beings take no cognizance of the significance 
of the time of death (only of birth). They celebrate their 
day, date, and time of birth but both birth and death are not 
known, in the sense of experienced by the cognitive mind. 
mrix n mUrqu puiCAw puCI iQiq n vwru ] (1244-4, swrMg, mÚ 1) 

Death does not ask the time (muhurat: a unit of time), it 
does not ask the date or the day of the week (to strike). 
Death is unconcerned with the propitiousness or otherwise of 
time. There is no sacred time for dying. Guru Nanak is 
mocking human gullibility in consulting a pandit (learned in 
astrology, numerology, or divination), and then attaching 
superstitious fear to non- observance of his prescription for 
good fortune and avoidance of bad karma. 
 
Only the death of another is experienced by the living. Man 
doesn’t experience his own death, in the sense that he cannot 
know that he is dead, in the way that his family knows that 
he is dead and that his body should be cremated. Man doesn’t 
experience birth because at the moment of his birth he 
cannot know such a thing as birth. Man knows neither birth 
nor death yet only the time of his birth is important to him. 
Why this celebration of birth when, as Guru Nanak 
emphasizes, death is even more significant than birth. Birth 
is a sentence awarding years of pain, confusion and struggle 
to man, but death is a release from that sentence? It is a 
promise, a provenance and hope, and for some, finally, an 
end to repeated births and deaths. 
Indians believe the hour is unpropitious when death strikes. 
Guru Nanak mocks such superstitions surrounding death. 
Human beings do not seek an auspicious time to die because 
they do not want to die---they do not turn their mind to the 
hour, or day, or week, or month, or year when they should 
die. Yet the time of death should be at least as important as 
the time of birth: these are the two most important dates in 
our remembrance of a person, or a loved one, who is no 
more. 
WHO HAS EVER DIED 
To many people death is darkness but like darkness, death 
does not exist. As darkness is absence of light, so death is 
absence of the self (true knowledge of it). Birth in this life is 
a process of becoming, from the helpless innocent baby to 
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the old man who eventually becomes bodiless. The body 
slowly grows then slowly declines. What is, is for ever; 
what is not for ever, was never. 
Hence Guru Arjun Dev asks: Who has died? 
 
kaunu mUAw ry kaunu mUAw ] (885-13, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
What is not was never; then who has died? What was never 
(immortal) is not. Since a man’s actions, thoughts and 
emotions are attributed to a self (his personality, his 
character, his sense of an ‘I’) which has no existence (which 
was never), then who can we say has died? 
pvnY mih pvnu smwieAw ] (885-12, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
The individual life force, energy pervading all living 
creatures and plants, merges with God like the wind 
merging with the wind. 
joqI mih joiq ril jwieAw ] (885-12, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 

As the light (flame) blends into the light (another flame) and 
as the element of fire is consumed by fire. Here effulgence is 
a symbol of God. 
mwtI mwtI hoeI eyk ] (885-13, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
The earth becomes one with the earth, dust unto dust. 
rovnhwry kI kvn tyk ]1] (885-13, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 

What support is there (in reason) for the one who is 
lamenting? The Lord alone is his support. 
kaunu mUAw ry kaunu mUAw ] (885-13, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 

Who has died? O, who has died? 
 

Who is the one who can ask such a question? The person 
who sees a dead and lifeless body thinks about death, the 
corpse does not. If death is defined as the permanent 
cessation of bodily functions leading to the termination of 
cognition, the one who has died does not know he has died. 
 
The seen (corpse), which was once the see-er, with faculties 
arising from materiality, with reason arising from brain 
cells, is ‘dead’ but from the viewpoint of the spirit-self, it is 
the lamenters who are ‘dead’ because they do not know the 
Truth, the one who has preceded them is not dead. 
bRhm igAwnI imil krhu bIcwrw iehu qau clqu BieAw ]1] 
rhwau ] (885-14, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
Says Guru Arjun Dev, meet with God-realized beings 
(Brahmgyanis, those who have direct, transcendental 
knowledge), and consider this wondrous departure, death. 
What a wondrous thing has happened! 
AglI ikCu Kbir n pweI ] (885-14, rwmklI, 
mhlw 5) No one has received tidings from the 
hereafter. rovnhwru iB aUiT isDweI ] (885-15, 
rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
The one who was lamenting has also died and departed. 
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In what way would a man’s lamentation alter if he really 
believed that one day he too would die? 
Brm moh ky bWDy bMD ] (885-15, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
Mortals have bound themselves in shackles of 
error and attachment. 
 
Bound to karma, of which the most prevalent act is self-
delusion, acts of illusory perception, which distort the truth 
with erroneous beliefs or rationales, the mortal is fettered 
by misconceptions and misplaced devotions. The 
attachment that one’s whole being may have to one’s 
seemingly true understanding of the nature of the world is a 
fetter. 
 
supnu BieAw BKlwey AMD ]2] (885-15, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
Like in a dream, one babbles on ignorantly. 
iehu qau rcnu ricAw krqwir ] (885-15, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
This creation is the work of the Creator. 
Awvq jwvq hukim Apwir ] (885-16, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
Coming and going (birth and death) are at His 
command, for mortals are subject to the Will of the 
Infinite. 
nh ko mUAw n mrxY jogu ] (885-16, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
Guru Arjun Dev says, No one has died, neither is it possible 
for anyone to die. In truth, there is no dying or 
transmigration for the atma. 

 
The individual does not experience his own physical death. 
mUey kau rovY duKu koie ] (413-7, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
He who weeps over the pain of the dead 
so rovY ijsu bydn hoie ] (413-7, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
He weeps because he (not the corpse) feels the pangs 
ijsu bIqI jwxY pRB soie ] (413-8, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
But on whom death has transpired only God knows 
(whether he is so affected). 
Death does not exist for him who has died in the sense that 
it is experienced by those present around him. His 
experience of death would be of a higher order, certainly a 
different order, from the experience of those the individual 
leaves behind in the world. 

 
nh ibnsY AibnwsI hogu ]3] (885-16, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
That does not disintegrate which is imperishable and 
eternal, says Guru Arjun Dev. 
jo iehu jwxhu so iehu nwih ] (885-17, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
That which knows this is not that which is known in the 
material sense. The higher consciousness is innately 
detached, the mind is attached to the perishable world of 
appearances. 
jwnxhwry kau bil jwau ] (885-17, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
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I am a sacrifice to the One who knows, says Guru Arjun 
Dev. My life I yield to Him! 

 
In the meditative focus of sahaj, in which dispersion is 
abolished by single-minded devotion to the One, there is no 
one left to say who it was that died and was saved, if ever 
there was such a one! In so far as one exists at all, one 
exists in God. Thus, only the All- Knowing God is. 
khu nwnk guir Brmu cukwieAw ] (885-17, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
Says Nanak, the Guru has put an end to my ignorance. 
Guru Arjun Dev is alluding here to Guru Nanak’s realization 
of the essentiality of the Guru. 

 
THE SUCCESSFUL PRACTICE OF DEATH 

 
According to Guru Amar Das, the circumstances 
surrounding a man’s death, when, how, or where he dies, 
are not determined by his moral character or the events of 
his life. Few die the good death. The last moments before 
death cannot truly be described as dignified. Perhaps that is 
why human beings seek to die well. 
 
Guru Amar Das expresses a universal feeling when he says: 
I do not know how it will end with me: 
ikAw jwxw ikv mrhgy kYsw mrxw hoie ] (555-4, ibhwgVw, 
mhlw 3) What do I know, how I will die, says Guru Amar 
Das, how death will occur. 
jy kir swihbu mnhu n vIsrY qw sihlw mrxw hoie ] (555-5, 
ibhwgVw, mhlw 3) 
If I do not die in a state of heedlessness, if the Master is not 
severed from my heart and mind, then my dying will be 
fruitful. Guru Amar Das teaches the rule and exercise of 
holy dying, the means for the successful practice of death---
to die whilst still alive.  
mrxY qy jgqu frY jIivAw loVY sBu koie ] (555-5, ibhwgVw, 
mhlw 3) gur prswdI jIvqu mrY hukmY bUJY soie ] (555-6, 
ibhwgVw, mhlw 3)  
The world is afraid of death, everyone wants to live. If the 
Guru disposes one dies while yet alive realizing that such is 
the Lord's will. 

 
byd pVih piV bwdu vKwxih ] Gt mih bRhmu iqsu sbid n 
pCwxih ] (3, 1058-4) 
The learned study sacred texts and expound on disputatious 
doctrines. They fail to comprehend that the Shabda 
Brahman, the Eternal Word, is indwelling. Says the mystic 
Guru Amar Das, the Shabad is the fundamental sound-
energy of the universe, the Shabda Brahman. It is spoken 
but it is ignored because the learned can never let go of their 
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proud individualism: 
kihAw sbdu n mwneI haumY CfY n koie ] (948-10, rwmklI,  
mÚ 3) 

Bhagat Kabir bears witness to the ‘death of the ego-self’ 
that led him to the Throne: 
Ab qau jwie cFy isMGwsin imly hY swirMgpwnI ] (969-17, 
rwmklI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Now I mount to the Throne of the Lord. I have met the 
Sarangpani, Sustainer of the World, says Kabir. The divine 
throne is mentioned in the Koran, but since Allah does not 
have a physical body, the throne represents a sovereign state 
(maqam) of mystical attainment. 

 
MYSTICAL DEATH 
That mysticism contains something mysterious, not to be 
reached by ordinary means or by intellectual effort, is 
understood in all religions. In its widest sense it is 
understood as consciousness of the Real (which is ineffable 
and cannot be understood by any mode of perception, 
sensuous or empirical). Philosophers can give some insights-
--they agree that mysticism is an inner light, an immediate 
intuition, not reasoned belief. 

 
Mysticism is identified as an inner dimension---detected in 
others, but as far as the mystics themselves are concerned, 
they say the inner light is indescribable but it is real 
knowledge and its own evidence. This light becomes 
stronger as they free themselves from worldly attachments. 
kw kI mweI kw ko bwp ] (188-9, gauVI, mÚ 5) 
Whose mother is she? Of which father is he the 
son? 
 nwm DwrIk JUTy siB swk ]1] (188-9, gauVI,  
mÚ 5) 
Relatives are in name only: God has assigned them together. 
All relations are false. 

 
ieik igRh kutMb mih sdw audwsI ] (1046-8, mwrU, mÚ 3) 
One, such as this, in the midst of his home and family, 
remains unattached. 
sbid muey hir nwim invwsI ] (1046-8, mwrU, mÚ 3) 
He dies in the Shabad and lives in the Name. 
Sacrifices, pilgrimages and penances are of no avail, one has 
to fix the mind on Niranjana or the Stainless One. 

 
In an old popular Punjabi Sufi song the poet remonstrates 
with the Beloved: ‘Thou sayest Thou dost bide than the 
neck vein more nigh, Yet, Vexing One, Thy form is veiled 
before my eyes.’ 
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By the mystic’s ecstatic taking up of his assignation with 
his Beloved, in spite of pain and affliction, he is 
transformed, he sees the ‘lifting of the veil of ignorance’ 
(drishti), the veil that covers the essential identity of God 
and His creatures. 

 
The mystic Hujwiri (died circa 1071) said: ‘There is a 
difference between he who is burned by His Majesty in the 
fire of love and he who is illuminated by His Beauty in the 
light of contemplation.’ One undergoes annihilation, 
comparable to burning by fire, which transmutes the quality 
of all things to its own quality, but leaves the essence 
unchanged---like gold when cleansed of dross: this is fana 
(extinction in evanescent being); the other is completely 
immersed in Divine Unity. 

 
BHAGAT BANI 

The fifteen bhagats (in Sanskrit bhakts or holy devotees of 
God), whose verses are included in the Granth Sahib, 
amplify the theme of death in their unique voices. 

 
BHAGAT BHIKHAN 

 
Shaikh Bhikhan (1480-1573), a Sufi saint, says old age is a 
disease, but His Name is the remedy for all that ails us. The 
Lord 
is our physician. Describing the ill effects of old age, both 
physical and spiritual, Bhagat Bhikhan says: 
nYnhu nIru bhY qnu KInw Bey kys duD vwnI ] (659-12, soriT, 
Bgq BIKn jI) 
Water flows from the eyes, the body is emaciated and 
the hair milky-white: 
rUDw kMTu sbdu nhI aucrY Ab ikAw krih prwnI ]1] (659-12, 
soriT, Bgq BIKn jI) 
What can a mortal do when the throat is tight and can no 
longer chant the shabad? 
mwQy pIr srIir jlin hY krk kryjy mwhI ] (659-13, 
soriT, Bgq BIKn jI) 
Ache in the forehead, burning body, and sharp anguish in my 
heart. AYsI bydn aupij KrI BeI vw kw AauKDu nwhI ]2] (659-
14, soriT, Bgq BIKn jI) 
Such a piercing pain has arisen in me: there is no medicine for it. 
hir kw nwmu AMimRq jlu inrmlu iehu AauKDu jig swrw ] 
(659-14, soriT, Bgq BIKn jI) 
The Name of the Lord, the pure ambrosia, this is the 
medicament for the whole world (the human condition). 
gur prswid khY jnu BIKnu pwvau moK duAwrw ]3]1] (659-15, 
soriT, Bgq BIKn jI) 
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By Guru's grace, says servant Bhikhan, I have found the door to 
moksha. 
AYsw nwmu rqnu inrmolku puMin pdwrQu pwieAw ] (659-16, 
soriT, Bgq BIKn jI) 
Such is the Name, a most invaluable jewel, which when 
found is the sacred (punn), the auspicious, fruit of man’s 
volitions. 
The doing of good (punn) or the happening that is pure 
(punn) in our lives is real. Punn exists as a padartha, says 
Shaikh Bhikhan.  
 
The term padartha means ‘the object denoted by the word 
and according to Vaisesika philosophy all objects denoted 
by the word can be broadly classified into two main classes 
– that which exists and that which does not exist’. Bhagat 
Bhikhan denies the non- existence of punn. 

 
NAMDEV 
 
The 14th century saint-poet, Bhagat Namdev, was Kabir’s 
predecessor, according to the Sant parampara or tradition. 
He said that what a man does or what pleases God that a 
man should do, is between God and him. The bargain 
between them is akath katha, the untellable tale. 

 
A man who tastes the divine ambrosia or rasa cannot speak 
of his experience when questioned by other seekers, says 
Namdev: 
gUMgY mhw AMimRq rsu cwiKAw pUCy khnu n jweI ho ] (nwmdy, 
657-9)  
It is as impossible for him to answer as it is for a man 
who is unable to speak. Mystical truth is too profound 
to narrate.  
bwdl ibnu brKw hoeI ] (657-11, soriT, Bgq nwmdyv jI) 
Without a cloud the rain falls 
jau qqu ibcwrY koeI ]1] (657-11, soriT, Bgq nwmdyv 
jI)  
When the Essence is divined through meditation by a 
seeker. Namdev is protected by karamat (miraculous 
power) as a consequence of his meditating on Him. 

 
jl qy qrMg qrMg qy hY jlu khn sunn kau dUjw ]1] (1252-16, 
swrMg, Bgq nwmdyv jI) 
From the waters the waves rise up, and from the waves the 
waters, the ocean and waves are different (two) only in 
verbal senses of speech and hearing. 
Namdev uses the time honoured Sufi analogy between the 
ocean of infinite riches and the One. The bubbles and waves 
that ripple on the surface of the ocean are the Many. 
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Countless waves emerge from the ocean yet remain a part of 
it; countless bubbles continue to seek the ocean (the One), 
when in truth they are not separated from Him! 
 
ijau jl aUpir Pynu budbudw qYsw iehu sMswrw ] (1257-19, mlwr, mÚ 3) 
Like foam bubbling on top of water, so is this world. 
ijs qy hoAw iqsih smwxw cUik gieAw pwswrw ]4]1] (1258-1, 
mlwr, mÚ 3) 
He who created it, into Him it will merge, its expanse gone. 

 
Awlw qy invwrxw jm kwrxw ]3]4] (694-2, DnwsrI, nwmdyv 
jI)  
Deliver me from this house of sorrow, of which death 
(Jum,Yama) is the cause, says Bhagat Namdev. 
piqq pwvn mwDau ibrdu qyrw ] (694-2, DnwsrI, nwmdyv jI) 
Lord Madho, described as piqq pwvn (who purifies the 
fallen), this is your innate nature (birad). Namdev reminds 
the Lord of His covenant (birad) with men ---to forgive 
them their debts, to become Himself a debtor by His 
promise to save them. 

 
Created beings will be released from this world of pain 
when they do not envelope themselves in maya (the illusory 
forms of this world): 
ieh sMswr qy qb hI CUtau jau mwieAw nh lptwvau ] (693-7, 
DnwsrI, nwmdyv jI) 
Maya is the name of the womb and genitalia (through 
which human beings are born), says Namdev. Man receives 
His darshan (Presence) when he renounces maya: 
mwieAw nwmu grB join kw iqh qij drsnu pwvau ]3] 
(693-8, DnwsrI, nwmdyv jI) 
 
Maya is sometimes personified as a female who has 
enticed all men into craving and delusion: 
mwieAw AYsI mohnI BweI ] (1160-13, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
jyqy jIA qyqy fhkweI ]1] rhwau ] (1160-13, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Maya is the phenomenal universe of transient forms. As 
these forms are always changing (coming into existence, 
dissolving out of it), they are ‘illusion’; but maya is also the 
power of finiteness, of definition or rupa. 
 
BHAGAT BENI 
 
Who has found salvation in the extremity of life? Man 
craves the glories of his station, as a human being, says 
Bhagat Beni, but the time for that is before old age and 
frailty. Both wisdom and morality lie in non-attachment 
from a young age, for there is no end to human desires 
even at the end of one’s life. Men crave full satisfaction but 
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even when a desire is fully satisfied, the craving (trishna) is 
transferred elsewhere. 

 
Bhagat Beni Jio evokes the span of a man’s life, from the 
womb to the death-bed, as progress toward ruination---from 
the absorption in deep meditation (liv) in the womb, to 
tortured thoughts of past sexual pleasures, in dotage. 
iPir pCuqwvihgw mUiVAw qUM kvn kumiq BRim lwgw ] (93-4, 
sRIrwgu, byxI jIau) 
Later you will be filled with remorse, you fool! Why 
are you engrossed in evil-mindedness and delusions? 
cyiq rwmu nwhI jm puir jwihgw jnu ibcrY AnrwDw ]1] rhwau ] 
(93-5, sRIrwgu, byxI jIau) 
If you do not invoke the Lord, you will go to the City of 
Death Jumpur (which is the earthly existence between 
birth and death). You wander around without aradhana 
(supplication) 

 
bwl ibnod icMd rs lwgw iKnu iKnu moih ibAwpY ] (93-6, 
sRIrwgu, byxI jIau) 
Bhagat Beni Jio says, you play childishly, craving sweets 
and, befooled from moment to moment, emotional 
attachments trouble you. 
suq sMpiq dyiK iehu mnu gribAw rwmu irdY qy KoieAw ] (93-9, 
sRIrwgu, byxI jIau) 
Gazing upon your children and your wealth your heart 
swells with pride and loses the Lord. 
Avr mrq mwieAw mnu qoly qau Bg muiK jnmu ivgoieAw ]3] 
(93-10, sRIrwgu, byxI jIau) 
When others die, in your mind you weigh with satisfaction 
your wealth (inheritance); you expend your being in the 
pleasures of the mouth and sexual organ. 
 
puMfr kys kusm qy Dauly spq pwqwl kI bwxI ] (93-11, sRIrwgu,  
byxI jIau) 
Your white hair is whiter than the jasmine, and your voice 
sounds as if it is coming from the seventh underworld. 
locn sRmih buiD bl nwTI qw kwmu pvis mwDwxI ] (93-11, 
sRIrwgu, byxI jIau) 
Your eyes are tired, your intellect and strength are gone, 
and sexual desire churns agitatedly. 
qw qy ibKY BeI miq pwvis kwieAw kmlu kumlwxw ] (93-12, 
sRIrwgu, byxI jIau) 
You find your mind is poisoned and your lotus-body has 
wilted. Beni Jio is referring to the chakras (centres of 
psycho-vital power in the body, according to yogic 
mysticism), of which the highest chakra is sahasrar (a 
thousand in number) in the form of a lotus with a thousand 
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petals, at the top of the head. 
lwlcu krY jIvn pd kwrn locn kCU n sUJY ] (93-13, 
sRIrwgu, byxI jIau) 
Man covets the stations of life given him, his eyes discern 
nothing.  
Qwkw qyju auifAw mnu pMKI Gir AWgin n suKweI ] (93-14, 
sRIrwgu, byxI jIau) 
Your vital energy is tired. Your mind has flown away like a  
bird, now even your courtyard offers you no satisfaction.  
byxI khY sunhu ry Bgqhu mrn mukiq ikin pweI ]5] (93-14, sRIrwgu,  
byxI jIau) 
Says Beni, listen  bhagats: Who has found deliverance (mukti)?  
Who can say who has found liberation after death? 

 
SADHNA 

Bhagat Sadhna remonstrates with God for having created 
karma:  

qv gun khw jgq gurw jau krmu n nwsY ] (858-14, iblwvlu, 
Bgq swDnw jI) 
Where are your virtues, O Lord of the Universe, if You 
do not destroy karmas? 
isMG srn kq jweIAY jau jMbuku gRwsY ]1] rhwau ] (858-15, 
iblwvlu, Bgq swDnw jI) 
Why seek a lion’s protection, when the jackal has already 
made you his morsel, an allusion to the tale of the 
miraculous saving, by Lord Vishnu (the lion), of a sincere 
devotee from Death (the jackal). 
eyk bUMd jl kwrny cwiqRku duKu pwvY ] (858-15, iblwvlu, Bgq 
swDnw jI) 
For the sake of a single rain-drop, the thirsting chatrik 
(mythical rain-bird) is in torment. 
 
Sufis believe a single atom of the created world may 
transmit God’s substance. Enlightenment may follow from 
the tiniest sign, as a tiny spark may light a fierce fire and 
profound grace be received in a grain of sand. 
Bhagat Sadhna says even one drop of water (an iota of 
protection) would suffice for his deliverance 
pRwn gey swgru imlY Puin kwim n AwvY ]2] (858-16, 
iblwvlu, Bgq swDnw jI) 
After prana (the breath of life) is gone, you receive an 
ocean of water---then it is of no use. 
pRwn ju Qwky iQru nhI kYsy ibrmwvau ] (858-16, iblwvlu, Bgq 
swDnw jI) 
Now that my prana are weary, not stable (I shall not last 
much longer). How can I be at ease? 
Bhagat Sadhna says mukti after he is dead will not 
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alleviate his present suffering. If only salvation could be 
achieved in this life:  
bUif mUey naukw imlY khu kwih cFwvau ]3] (858-17, 
iblwvlu, Bgq swDnw jI) 
After I have died by drowning I find a boat, tell me, how 
would I climb aboard? 

 
BHAGAT RAVIDAS 

 
Haunting evocations of death’s inevitability and the 
evanescence of life by Bhagat Ravidas are commonly sung 
at bhog ceremonies: 
jo idn Awvih so idn jwhI ] (793-18, sUhI, Bgq rivdws jI) 
The day that dawns, that day will surely pass. 
krnw kUcu rhnu iQru nwhI ] (793-19, sUhI, Bgq 
rivdws jI)  
What is there to do? You must march on, nothing 
remains unchanged. Our tarrying here is temporary. 
sMgu clq hY hm BI clnw ] (793-19, sUhI, Bgq rivdws jI) 
The sangh (brotherhood) has moved on, we must also leave. 
dUir gvnu isr aUpir mrnw ]1] (793-19, sUhI, rivdws jIau) 
We have far to go, death hovers over our heads. 
We must carry the weightiest truth on our heads, honour 
Death as the highest. 

 
Bhagat Ravidas taught that the sojourn of man on earth is 
fleeting. Man dwells in a vulnerable body for a short 
duration. He can possess nothing, not even a self-identity, 
which is permanent. 
pRwnI ikAw myrw ikAw qyrw ] (659-4, soriT, Bgq rivdws jI) 
O mortal, what is mine, and what is thine? 
jYsy qrvr pMiK bsyrw ]1] rhwau ] (659-4, soriT, Bgq rivdws jI) 
Like the temporary residing of birds in a tree 
 
kUpu BirE jYsy dwidrw kCu dysu ibdysu n bUJ ] (346-6, gauVI 
pUrbI, rivdws jIau) 
Like frogs packed in a deep well who can have no 
awareness of their own or a foreign land 
AYsy myrw mnu ibiKAw ibmoihAw kCu Awrw pwru n sUJ ]1] (346-6, 
gauVI pUrbI, rivdws jIau) 
Thus is our mind, deluded by poisons (evil), 
without an understanding of this world or the next. 

 
TRILOCHAN 

 
Man not only avoids the thought of dying, he evades the 
word ‘death’ with euphemisms. Misled by self-
centeredness and other partial knowing, he deludes 
himself with a sense of his own permanence, 
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relinquishing even the dread of old age and death. Do not 
die in a state of heedlessness, says Trilochan. 
mwieAw mohu min AwglVw pRwxI jrw mrxu Bau ivsir gieAw ] 
(92-5, isrIrwgu, iqRlocn) 
Attachments (maya moh), such as aversion and 
attraction, have been in the forefront of man’s mind for 
eons, cycle of old age, death, rebirth is forgotten. 
kutMbu dyiK ibgsih kmlw ijau pr Gir johih kpt nrw ]1] 
(92-6, isrIrwgu, iqRlocn) 
Gazing upon his family, the fool swells up with pride and 
self- satisfaction, like a greedy man coveting the household 
of others (for all the brief time a man can say his family 
belongs to him, he should not look upon his family as his 
prized possession but as any other family known to him). 
dUVw AwieEih jmih qxw ] iqn AwglVY mY rhxu n jwie ] 
(92-7, isrIrwgu, iqRlocn) 
Bhagat Trilochan says he has seen the powerful Jum come 
running. I will not be able to stand up to him, face him 
down, he says. 

 
Rare is he (such a man is Trilochan’s saajan, beloved 
companion) who yearns for death: 
imlu myry bITulw lY bwhVI vlwie ] imlu myry rmeIAw mY lyih Cfwie 
]1] rhwau ] (92-8, isrIrwgu, iqRlocn) 
O my Beloved (Bithula), embrace me, O my Lord 
(Ramaiya), clasp me in your arms and set me free from 
this world! 
Vitthala or Bithula is a name for God in Marathi, also used 
by Namdev or Nama, said to be a contemporary of Kabir 
and a chipa (printer) by profession. What is to be dyed is 
the mind, Nama had said, it should take the colour of love. 
 
Aink Aink Bog rwj ibsry pRwxI sMswr swgr pY Amru BieAw ] 
(92-9, isrIrwgu, iqRlocn) 
In many kinds of indulgences and assertions of power, man 
forgets and, riding the waves of worldliness, believes he has 
become immortal, says Trilochan. 
ibKm Gor pMiQ cwlxw pRwxI riv sis qh n pRvysM ] (92-10, 
isrIrwgu, iqRlocn) 
In truth, man must tread a dreadfully difficult path where 
(in the afterlife) the sun and moon do not enter (where 
there is no space and time). 

 
The successful practice of death is therefore paramount. To 
fix one’s thoughts on wealth, property or progeny, on one’s 
deathbed, can have grave consequences. The last moments 
ought not to be preoccupied with unworthy thoughts. Only 
prayer is worthy. 
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AMiq kwil jo lCmI ismrY AYsI icMqw mih jy mrY ] (526-5, 
gUjrI, iqRlocn jIau) 
In the final hours if one thinks of the goddess of wealth and 
dies in worrisome thoughts: 

srp join vil vil AauqrY ]1] (526-6, gUjrI, iqRlocn jIau) 
One will be reborn, over and over again, in the form of a 
serpent. 
ArI bweI goibd nwmu miq bIsrY ] rhwau ] (526-6, gUjrI, 
iqRlocn jIau) 
O sister, let not the Name of the Lord of the Universe 
(Gobind) slip from your mind! 
AMiq kwil nwrwiexu ismrY AYsI icMqw mih jy mrY ] (526-10, 
gUjrI, iqRlocn jIau) 
In the final moments if one remembers the Lord 
(Narayan) and dies concerned only with thoughts of 
Him, 
bdiq iqlocnu qy nr mukqw pIqMbru vw ky irdY bsY ]5]2] (526-
10, gUjrI, iqRlocn jIau) 
Says Trilochan, such a one is liberated and Pitamber (Lord 
Krishna of the yellow robes) comes to reside in his heart. 

 
SHAYKH FARID 

Baba Farid says reflect on death, for no one has ever been 
able to avoid it. Human life span cannot be indefinitely 
extended. It grows ever shorter with each passing day 
Our Way is exceedingly strange, ponder on it early in the 
day, says Farid: 
vwt hmwrI KrI aufIxI ] (794-15, sUhI, PrId jI) 
Our path is sorrowful, waiting for God. (Those who follow 
the Guru walk in expectation of death.) 
KMinAhu iqKI bhuqu ipeIxI ] (794-15, sUhI, PrId jI) 
On the sharp edge of a sword, and exceedingly narrow  
ausu aUpir hY mwrgu myrw ] (794-15, sUhI, PrId jI) 
Such is the path on which I must tread 
syK PrIdw pMQu sm@wir svyrw ]4]1] (794-16, sUhI, PrId jI) 
Says Shaikh Farid, remember the way of salvation at dawn 
(early in life). Youth should not put off spiritual pursuits 
till old age. 

 
The day of the young bride's wedding is pre-ordained. Death 
is the bridegroom come to wed the soul-bride. The soul is 
the bride, but God is also the groom, so the soul-bride can 
marry either salvation or rebirth (signifying human 
relationship with the other-worldly).  
mlku ij kMnI suxIdw muhu dyKwly Awie ] (1377-16, slok, syK 
PrId jI)  
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On that day, Death (Malak is Jamdoot, the groom), whom 
she had only heard of till then, comes open-faced and shows 
himself to his bride. 
ijMdu inmwxI kFIAY hfw kU kVkwie ] (1377-16, slok, syK 
PrId jI)  
He breaks the bones of the body and pulls the helpless soul 
out. 
swhy ilKy n clnI ijMdU kUM smJwie ] (1377-17, slok, syK  
PrId jI)  
That pre-ordained time of marriage cannot be avoided. 
Explain this to your soul, says Farid. 
ijMdu vhutI mrxu vru lY jwsI prxwie ] (1377-17, slok, syK 
PrId jI)  
The soul is the wife and death is the groom. He will marry 
her and take her away. 
Awpx hQI joil kY kY gil lgY Dwie ] (1377-18, slok, syK 
PrId jI)  
After the body sends her away with its own hands, whose 
neck will it embrace? 
vwlhu inkI purslwq kMnI n suxI Awie ] (1377-18, slok, 
syK PrId jI) 
Asks Baba Farid, the bridge Pursalat (according to Islamic 
belief, an extremely narrow bridge that crosses over the 
inferno of Hell, over which only the just can pass), is 
narrower than a hair, have you not you heard of it? 

 
pur slwq kw pMQu duhylw ] (793-16, sUhI, Bgq rivdws jI) 
Bhagat Ravidas also warns us of the crossing. Salat, the 
bridge over the fire of hell, is difficult and treacherous, 
according to Muslim belief. It is an extremely narrow 
bridge---the just alone can pass, the unjust fall into Hell-
fires. 
sMig n swQI gvnu iekylw ]2](793-16, sUhI, Bgq rivdws jI) 
No companion to accompany you, there you will go alone. 

 
When our consciousness is not centred on the Word, we are 
as corpses, swirling around in the river flood, unable to plant 
a foot in it. 
PrIdw ijqu qin ibrhu n aUpjY so qnu jwxu mswnu ]36] (1379-
15, slok, syK PrId jI) 
Farid, that body, within which the anguish of separation 
(virah) (underlying the human yearning for God) does not 
well up --- look upon that body as a burial ground (place of 
the dead). 
cly clxhwr ivcwrw lyie mno](488-17,Awsw, syK PrId jI) 

Even so, the transitory body transits. Reflect upon this 
in your mind. 
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The torment of virah remains a secret locked between the 
seeker and God. Reflections on life pass away with the 
mind. 
gMFyidAW iCA mwh quVMidAw ihku iKno ]7] (488-18, Awsw, 
syK PrId jI) 
It takes six months to knit the body (in the womb), but an 
instant to break it. For all the care and sustenance we give 
the body, it dies in a moment. There is no depending on the 
body for health, strength or cognitive and behavioral 
continuity. 
 

jwie suqy jIrwx mih QIey AqImw gf ]45] (1380-5, slok, syK 
PrId)  

The high and mighty sleeping in the graveyard, were buried 
like orphans (with no one to plead on their behalf on the Day 
of Judgement). 
PrIdw koTy mMfp mwVIAw auswrydy BI gey ] (1380-5, slok, syK 
PrId)  
Farida, those who built houses, lofty mansions, they are also 
gone.  
kUVw saudw kir gey gorI Awie pey ]46] (1380-6, slok, syK 
PrId)  
They made a poor bargain and have fallen into graves. With 
regard to profit and loss in this life, they settled for the 
vanities of a senseless life, and rejecting the beneficial, 
remained in tamas, the torpor of ignorance. 
PrIdw iKMQiV myKw AglIAw ijMdu n kweI myK ] (1380-6, 
slok, syK PrId) 
Says Farid, there are many seams (lines of thread) on the 
patched coat (khintha, worn by Sufis, as a symbol of 
avowed poverty) but there are no lines on the jind or soul. 
The mind is not the jind or atma, and how the latter is 
bound to the body is a mystery. The threads, veins in the 
body, cannot bind what is within the body- cloak. 
 
Vairag, however, is innate to the human mind. Shaykh Farid 
rhetorically questions the blackness of the koel. The koel is 
burnt black, he says, with the pain of not-knowing wholly 
the Divine, and is an intrinsic guna or attribute that 
constitutes the species. 
 
qY swihb kI mY swr n jwnI ] (794-11, sUhI, PrId jI) 
O my Lord and Master, I have not known (grasped) Your Essence 
jobnu Koie pwCY pCuqwnI ]1] rhwau ] (794-11, sUhI, PrId jI) 
Having lost my youth, now I repent. 
kwlI koiel qU ikq gun kwlI ] (794-12, sUhI, PrId jI) 
O black koel, what quality makes you black? 
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The concept of prakriti consists of three gunas or strands 
(dhaga): sattva, rajas and tamas. In a cosmic sense the 
word guna is used for a constituent attribute of prakriti. 
Apny pRIqm ky hau ibrhY jwlI ] (794-12, sUhI, PrId jI) 
I have been burnt black by the fire of separation from my Beloved. 

 
Says Farid, the pangs of separation (virah) have seared his 
soul. The unceasing suffering of human beings, because they 
are limited by the gunas, is experienced by the mind as its 
own deepest condition, underlying the conditioning by 
ephemeral experience: for the lover of God, it is agony. 

 
However, Guru Amar Das, the mystic, bears testimony to 
the divinely bestowed potential by which man can enter a 
state beyond the gunas. 
swKw qIin invwrIAw eyk sbid ilv lwie ] (66-6, isrIrwgu, 
mhlw 3)  
He cuts off the three branches of the gunas, so man can fix 
his highest state of consciousness (liv) on the one Shabad. 
AMimRq Plu hir eyku hY Awpy dyie Kvwie ]3] (66-6, isrIrwgu, mhlw 3) 
God is the one ambrosial fruit He Himself gives and makes us eat. 
 
Perhaps Baba Farid’s most oft-quoted shlok is the following, about 
unearned favours or grace bestowed by God: 
pihlY phrY PulVw Plu BI pCw rwiq ] (1384-1, slok, syK PrId) 
The first watch of the night brings flowers (mystic exultation), which  
later also brings fruit (mystic attainments). 
jo jwgMin@ lhMin sy sweI kMno dwiq ]112] (1384-2, slok, syK PrId)  
Those who remain awake, receive, they receive what it 
pleases the Lord to bestow. 
dwqI swihb sMdIAw ikAw clY iqsu nwil ] (1384-2, slok, syK 
PrId)  
The gifts are from the Munificent Lord, what else will 
accompany you beyond? 
ieik jwgMdy nw lhin@ iekn@w suiqAw dyie auTwil ]113] 
(1384-2, slok, syK PrId) 
Some, though awake, do not receive, while others, though 
asleep, He wakens to give. 

 
SANT KABIR 
 
Is death maya, asks Kabir? 
js dyKIAY qrvr kI CwieAw ] (325-2, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
Like unto the shadow of a tree 
pRwn gey khu kw kI mwieAw ]2] (325-3, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
When the body loses its prana (breath), say, whose is the 
maya? Is it that of the prana, the body, or the 
consciousness? What constitutes maya, when maya is co-
incumbent with transient prana? 
The mystic Kabir refers to maya beyond its meaning of 
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‘wealth’ or ‘worldliness’. He says maya refers to the 
transient form of ephemeral reality that drifts like the shade 
of a tree. 
 
Kabir’s fascination is with consciousness of Reality. Does it 
depart with the last breath? He explores the nature of the 
mind itself and its correlation with the universe. He taught 
that the successful practice of ‘death before dying’ leads to 
transcendence of phenomenal reality into knowledge of, and 
absorption into, Absolute Reality. His verses in the Granth 
Sahib have a ‘hard, diamond-like quality, throwing a many 
faceted light’ on the most profound questions about being 
and existence. 

 
Mystic Kabir says music is interwoven through nature---
from the individual body to the galaxies. 
js jMqI mih jIau smwnw ] (325-3, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
As hymnal music is inherent in the tuned musical 
instrument, so the jivatma exists unseen in the human body.  
The universe is sound, vibratory phenomena, in praise of 
God. The atma like music is interwoven through all life and 
the universe. The body is an instrument to be tuned to this 
music, the Nad Brahman. 
mUey mrmu ko kw kr jwnw ]3] (325-3, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
When dead, by doing what can one know the (secret) 
meaning of the Real? 
hMsw srvru kwlu srIr ] (325-4, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
The swan-soul is in the lake-eternal, the body is in kaal 
(one’s allotted time span). 
rwm rswien pIau ry kbIr ]4]8] (325-4, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
Drink the Lord's divine elixir (Ram Naam), O Kabir! (Realize 
God in this life) 

 
Kabir shocks with bluntness in order to rouse the deluded 
because in the denial of death, mankind also denies truth. As 
a social reformer, he fearlessly voices his opposition to the 
established values of his time in an effort to awaken his 
fellow men: 
aupjY inpjY inpij smweI ] (325-12, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
We are born and we grow, and having grown fully, we die.  
nYnh dyKq iehu jgu jweI ]1] (325-12, gauVI, kbIr I)  
Before our very eyes this world is passing away. 
lwj n mrhu khhu Gru myrw ] (325-12, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
How can you not die of shame, claiming, "This house is 
mine"?  
AMq kI bwr nhI kCu qyrw ]1] rhwau ] (325-13, gauVI, 
kbIr jI)  
At the very last, nothing is yours. 
Aink jqn kir kwieAw pwlI ] (325-13, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
By various efforts you nurture your body, 
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mrqI bwr Agin sMig jwlI ]2] (325-14, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
But at the time of death, it is burned in fire. 
coAw cMdnu mrdn AMgw ] (325-14, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
You apply sandalwood oil to your limbs, 
so qnu jlY kwT kY sMgw ]3] (325-14, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
Those limbs are burned with (cheap) firewood. 
khu kbIr sunhu ry gunIAw ] (325-15, gauVI, kbIr jI 
Listen, O virtuous people, says Kabir 
ibnsYgo rUpu dyKY sB dunIAw ]4]11] (325-15, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
Your beauteous form will perish, even as the whole world watches. 

 
Man’s revulsion of disease and decay is a high instinct of 
life, equally so should be man’s welcome of death for its 
promise of realization of the truth of men’s existence: 
sd jIvnu Blo khWhI ] (655-13, soriT, Bgq kbIr jI) 
It is said it is good to live forever 
mUey ibnu jIvnu nwhI ]1] (655-13, soriT, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Without death, there is no living. 
Kabir says in mystical death man crosses life’s limits, so 
without ‘dying’ there is no life. Death makes us aware of 
the limits of this world, so dissatisfaction with this life 
makes us long for limitlessness. 

khu kbIr qb hI nru jwgY ] (870-7, goNf, kbIr jI) 
Says Kabir, only then man wakes up 
jm kw fMfu mUMf mih lwgY ]3]2] (870-7, goNf, kbIr jI) 
When Jum hits him on the head with his staff. 

 
Kabir’s mystic verses in the Granth Sahib address the 
universal fear of dying, from which he confesses he himself 
is not exempt:  
dyv krhu dieAw moih mwrig lwvhu ijqu BY bMDn qUtY ] (475-15, 
Awsw, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Heavenly Being, have mercy, set me on the Path so that my 
bonds of fear are broken. 
jnm mrn duK PyV krm suK jIA jnm qy CUtY ]1] rhwau ] 
(475-15, Awsw, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Sorrows of birth and death are caused by acts (karmas) and 
peace comes when the jiv is released from birth 
mwieAw Pws bMD nhI PwrY Aru mn suMin n lUky ] (475-16, 
Awsw, Bgq kbIr jI) 

Till Maya’s shackles are not torn off and the mind submerged in 
sunn (a state beyond delusional existence) there is sorrow. 
Often translated as ‘illusion’, the word Maya additionally 
refers to the phenomenal universe, the ephemera of transient 
forms, coming into existence then dissolving out of 
existence. Samadhi in sunya is a level of inmost reality, of 
the innate void. Mystic Kabir describes the radical 
transformation necessary on the Path, preparatory to Pali 
Nibbana (Nirvana): 
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Awpw pdu inrbwxu n cIin@Aw ien ibiD AiBau n cUky ]2] 
(475-17, Awsw, Bgq kbIr jI) 
The egoistic state does not apprehend Nirvana, so man is 
never done with doubts and delusions. Man craves for the 
glories of the station of a human being, not of nirvana. 
khI n aupjY aupjI jwxY Bwv ABwv ibhUxw ] (475-17, 
Awsw, Bgq kbIr jI) 
The universe is not born (is not multiplicity), even though 
men think it is born. Their lower knowledge cannot 
discriminate between dharma that has been told, and 
adharma that is generated by their own limited mind. 
audY Asq kI mn buiD nwsI qau sdw shij ilv lIxw ]3] 
(475-18, Awsw, Bgq kbIr jI) 
When mental formulations of the beginning and the end are 
destroyed, then submersion in the state of sahaj brings 
permanent psychical attunement 
ijau pRiqibMbu ibMb kau imlI hY audk kuMBu ibgrwnw ] (475-18, 
Awsw, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Like when a reflection in a water pitcher unites with the 
object it reflects (two become one) when the pitcher is 
broken 
khu kbIr AYsw gux BRmu Bwgw qau mnu suMin smwnW ]4]1] 
(475-19, Awsw, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Says Kabir, just so when the mind-reflection, which is 
illusion, is dispelled, then the jivatma is absorbed (in 
samadhi), in the profound Absolute Void (sunn or shunya). 

 
Kabir castigates irrational, socially conditioned 
behaviour in trenchant, mocking verses: 
Avr mUey ikAw sogu krIjY ] (325-15, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
When someone else dies why do you grieve? 
qau kIjY jau Awpn jIjY ]1] (325-16, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
You should do so only if you yourself are to live (for ever). 

 
Then he states the impossible to drive home the paradox of 
his faith: I will not die it is the world that will die. Kabir 
will not die like the rest of the world dies (doubting 
whether there is anything beyond death). At the time of 
death Kabir will see the world fading away while he is 
steadied, knowing the truth of life and death: 
mY n mrau mirbo sMswrw ] (325-16, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
I will not die, the world will die. 
Ab moih imilE hY jIAwvnhwrw ]1] rhwau ] (325-16, gauVI, 
kbIr jI) 
For now I have met the Life-Bestower, says Kabir. It is 
Kabir’s fundamental assertion that there is ‘life’ in living 
with the Life Giver. 
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All religions of Indian origin believe, with minor 
differences, that there are five defilements or sense-traps 
that impede man’s spiritual progress. Says Kabir: 

kUAtw eyku pMc pinhwrI ] (325-18, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
There is one well (finite, phenomenal existence), and five 
water- carriers (lust, anger, greed, ignorance, pride). 
tUtI lwju BrY miq hwrI ]3] (325-18, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
Even though the rope is broken, the deluded don’t stop 
trying to fill water. 
They persist in living life dictated by the five weaknesses 
even when no benefit accrues to them. 
khu kbIr iek buiD bIcwrI ] (325-18, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
Says Kabir, one wise understanding I have reached 
through contemplation 
nw Ehu kUAtw nw pinhwrI ]4]12] (325-19, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
There is no well, and no water-carrier. 
There is no finite, differentiated existence. Therefore, 
sense- consciousness is also an illusion. Mystical 
contemplation bestows the wisdom that all is merged in the 
Infinite. 

 
kbIr ghgic pirE kutMb kY kWTY rih gieE rwmu ] (1372-1, 
slok, kbIr jIau) 
Says Kabir, man succumbs to the grip of family life and 
forgets Ram 
Awie pry Drm rwie ky bIcih DUmw Dwm ]142] (1372-2, slok, 
kbIr jIau) 
But they who belong to Dharma Rai descend upon him in 
the midst of all his pomp and ceremony. 
Therefore, rare is the person who faces death with 
equanimity or who welcomes death. 

 
EGO OF DEATH 
 
Says Guru Arjun Dev, birth and death are rooted in man’s 
hubris and sin: 
hy jnm mrx mUlµ AhMkwrM pwpwqmw ] (1358-11, shsik®qI, 
mhlw 5)  
Out of conceit, the sinner cherishes his false notion of a real 
‘self’.  
ntUAw ByK idKwvY bhu ibiD jYsw hY Ehu qYsw ry ] (403-19, Awsw, 
mÚ 5)  
Like the nat (itinerant performer) who puts on a show with 
many disguises but remains essentially who he is, 
Aink join BRimE BRm BIqir suKih nwhI prvysw ry ]1] 
(403-19, Awsw, mÚ 5) 
The jiv journeys through many wombs in delusion, but 
peace cannot enter where there is alienation from God. 
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Guru Amar Das says rebirth and death is a huge severance 
from the Lord in the world of time, in the belief that human 
existence is distinct from God: 
haumY ivic jgqu muAw mrdo mrdw jwie ] (555-19, ibhwgVw, 
mÚ 3)  
The world wastes away in self-aggrandizement (haumai). 
It’s a dying world. It dies and dies, again. 

 
Mukti from the cycle of birth, death and rebirth is the 
promised ‘heaven’ of Sikhism: 
Aaugx kit muKu aujlw hir nwim qrwey ] (966-2, rwmklI, 
mhlw 5)  
Faults are eradicated and one's face becomes radiant, 
through the Lord's Name one crosses over, says Guru 
Arjun Dev. 
jnm mrx Bau kitEnu iPir join n pwey ] (966-6, rwmklI, 
mhlw 5)  
The dread of birth and death is riven, one is not placed in 
the womb again. 

 
Mukti can be attained by chanting, singing, meditating 
on, the Name: 
bolhu scu nwmu krqwr ] (1329-17, pRBwqI, mÚ 1) 
Recite the True Name of the Creator, says Guru Nanak. 
Puin bhuiV n Awvx vwr ]1] rhwau ] (1329-18, pRBwqI, mÚ 1) 
Then you will not come into worldly existence again and again. 

 
However, human birth is still a gift, received at the end of a 
cycle of birth and death in which the jiv has won birth in 
human form through auspicious karmas: 
krmI AwvY kpVw ndrI moKu duAwru ] (2-5, jpu, mÚ 1) 
By the karma of past actions, the robe of this physical body 
is obtained; by His grace, the door to moksha. Good actions 
produce a better existence. However, liberation comes with 
God’s grace. 

 
KNOWN AND UNKNOWN 

Dying, dying, the world dies, and no one knows the 
meaning of death, says Kabir (thousands die every day, 
suffering decay, disease, calamity, yet no one truly knows 
death): 
kbIrw mrqw mrqw jgu muAw mir iB n jwnY koie ] (555-3, 
ibhwgVw, kbIr jI) 
AYsI mrnI jo mrY bhuir n mrnw hoie ]1] (555-4, ibhwgVw, 
kbIr jI)  
If one knew how to die such a death that then there would 
be no dying---that would be dying truly (death would have a 
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divine meaning). 
 

Says Guru Arjun Dev, individual selves are a reflection, as 
many of the One. The Absolute One is unknowable. It is 
his Will to be ‘known’ like the reflection of the sky: 
shs Gtw mih eyku Awkwsu ] (736-14, sUhI, mhlw 5) 
The one sky is reflected in thousands of water pitchers, the 
One in all human beings 
Gt PUty qy EhI pRgwsu ] (736-14, sUhI, mhlw 5) 
But when the pots (forms) break, the body-container 
perishes, the sky shines forth (remains). The Transcendent 
One remains, his many forms (reflections, images) die. 
 
To use a simile in Vedanta, Brahman is like Space and the 
individual consciousness is like space in jars. When the 
jars are destroyed, the spaces that they enclosed remain 
part of Space. Likewise, the jiv merges into the infinite 
Brahman when the ignorance (body) that constituted its 
finite boundary is destroyed. 

 
The One is different from all that we know or are capable of 
knowing or conceptualising as finite creatures. The One 
cannot even be called ‘One’, in the numeric sense of the 
word, for there is no second to it, except figuratively, as the 
one sky, reflected in many waters. 

 
 
KNOWABLE AND UNKNOWABLE 
 
What then is the significance of death in the unknowable 
scheme of things? What is the meaning of a mystery no one 
can hope to solve because no one can experience death, 
when dead? What then is the significance of death in the 
knowable scheme of things? 

 
Guru Nanak was the first teacher to distinguish between the 
two states, not by focusing on the differentiation, but by 
giving expression to the gamut of wisdom regarding both 
states. From the misery in the miser’s dread of parting from 
his hoard of gold to the mystery in the mystic’s celebration 
of the golden body, Guru Nanak’s verses express the belief 
that birthing and dying lift a corner of the veil. 

 
Guru Gobind Singh welcomes death on the battlefield so he 
will be well pleased to countenance Truth: 
ਸਸਤ�ਨ ਸੋ ਅਿਤ ਹੀ ਰਨ ਭੀਤਰ ਜੂਿਝ ਮਰੋ ਕਿਹ ਸਾਚ ਪਤੀਜੈ ॥ 
If I fall by the sword in the midst of battle, while fighting 
with my enemies, then I will have realised Truth. (Dasam 
Granth, Ang 882) 
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qyrI giq Aivgiq nhI jwxIAY ] (1168-13, bsMqu, mÚ 1) 
Your progression, regression (chadao, utarao), I do not 
know (You are Karan Kaaran, the Creator and Cause). 
Axjwxq nwmu vKwxIAY ]3] (1168-13, bsMqu, mÚ 1) 
(Knowingly we recite Your Name although You are 
unavailable to our understanding.)  But, in truth, without 
certain knowledge (unknowingly) also we take Your Name. 
nwnku vycwrw ikAw khY ] (1168-14, bsMqu, mÚ 1)  
What can poor Nanak say?  
sBu loku slwhy eyksY ] (1168-14, bsMqu, mÚ 1)  
All the multitudinous worlds praise the One. 
isru nwnk lokw pwv hY ] (1168-14, bsMqu, mÚ 1) 
Nanak’s head is laid at their feet (who glorify God). 
bilhwrI jwau jyqy qyry nwv hY ]4]2] (1168-14, bsMqu, mÚ 1) 
Guru Nanak says, I offer myself as bali, I am beholden to 
your uncountable Names, as many as there are, O Lord, 
they carry me across. 
Guru Nanak bows his head in awe at the power of His 
Names to inspire men to swim the waters not drown. 

 
Sikhism’s faith in aspiring for true understanding in the 
midst of unknowingness is evident throughout the Granth 
Sahib. It is Guru Nanak’s greatest gift to us. 

 
 
6 

 

THE AFTERLIFE AND REBIRTH 
 

This chapter is inspired by the vairagya bhav in which the 
Granth Sahib is steeped. It examines the philosophy and 
theology of death in an individual construal manner, in 
down-to-earth, layman’s language, sticking to literal 
translation of the verses quoted from the Granth Sahib with 
a view to helping elucidation by readers newly embarked 
upon reading the Granth Sahib. 
 
The present book has more details pertaining to the subject 
of death in the Granth Sahib, than has so far been provided 
by any book on the subject, owing perhaps to the difficulty 
of the language(s) and hence textual analysis of the Granth 
Sahib. 
 
This book’s treatment of the subject matter of death is 
indicative of the way of life of the Sikhs, and the exhortation 
of the Gurus to the Sikhs to traverse the distance between 
the mystical and the matter-of-fact in everyday life. 
 
At the core of Sikh belief is the understanding that the body 
and its demise are a given, however, the death of the body is 
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a verity of impermanence and mutability, which are not 
attributes of the Divine. (‘For that truly is, which abides 
unchangeably,’ Saint Augustine had argued (334-430 CE) in 
his Confessions, the most widely read book of the Christian 
faith, after the Bible. The criteria of reality are immutability 
and permanence and the same applies to the Divine. So 
death has a metaphysical meaning and the afterlife a super-
natural reality in the Divine. Many terms are used in the 
Granth Sahib to give death meaning as a metaphysical and 
physical truth: Hukam, lekha, kaal, Dharma Rai, Jumkal, 
rajai, bhana. 
 
Many voices, many religious traditions come together in the 
Granth Sahib to amplify the theme of death as never before 
in any scripture in the world, and the essence of these is that 
death leads to the afterlife. ‘Dying’ while still alive, much 
vaunted in the Koran, hastens the entry to unitive life with 
God. Although Sikhs believe that something other than body 
survives physical death, they do not believe in Heaven or 
Hell or resurrection of the material body on Judgement Day.  
 
The Gurus and the bhaktas of the Granth Sahib reject even 
mukti for the sake of union with the Divine, expressed in the 
allegory of marriage with the Divine Groom. 
 
The Granth Sahib, like other holy scriptures of the world, 
lifts a corner of the veil that hides life after death. In their 
belief in the existence of the afterlife, the Sikh Gurus are 
squarely in the Indian tradition, but their emphasis on the 
here-and-now possessing the key to His succha durbar is 
unique. 

 
SURVIVAL AFTER DEATH 

 
Something other than the body survives death. In India, from 
the earliest philosophical thought and the practice of one 
form of religious rite or the other, the idea has existed that 
what is other than the body survives the death of the body. In 
the Granth Sahib the word for body is ‘pind’ and the word 
for something which is other-than-body, is jio or jiv. 
Together they constitute the totality that is a living being. 
 
nw jIau mrY n kbhU CIjY ]1] (563-11, vfhMsu, mÚ 5) 
The jio does not die, nor is it ever weakened, torn or broken. 
Says Guru Nanak, the Name gives satisfaction such that 
pind and jio remain with the Lord. 
nwnk nwim sMqoKIAw jIau ipMfu pRB pwis ]5]16] (20-9, 
isrIrwgu, mÚ 1)  
The Name is redemptive, says Nanak. It confers peace 
and contentment. Jio and pind are in the Lord’s keeping. 
 



140  

Absorbed in the Name, the devotee enters a state in which 
he ceases to depend upon himself or others. He gives 
himself up entirely to the Lord (Prabhu), aligns his own 
will with the Lord’s Will, and becoming empty of his ego-
self, surrenders in body and spirit. 
 
Guru Nanak iterates the Vedic idea of Unitive Life in 
many verses: 
qqu inrMjnu joiq sbweI sohM Bydu n koeI jIau ] (599-5, soriT, 
mÚ 1) 
The essence of the Immaculate Lord is the light in all. There 
is no hiatus (‘I am He’) between the creature and the Creator. 
From His self-determination as Light, that lights 
uncountable lamps and yet remains indivisible, His 
immanence in an infinite number of forms is His unveiling 
of Himself in the realm of human experience. 
 
Guru Amar Das uses the symbolism of marriage to 
describe the bond of love between all creation and the 
Lord: 
iesu jg mih purKu eyku hY hor sglI nwir sbweI ] (591-19, 
vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
 
In this world there is but one Lord (Purakh), all creatures 
are His brides. 
Purakh (Purusa) is in one of the early creation myths related 
in the Vedas, the primal man, from whose body the universe 
was created. When the wedding metaphor (often used by 
Sufis) dwells on the pain of separation rather than the 
satisfaction of oneness, it highlights the mystical darkness 
the jiv suffers, his agony of separation and finally his 
dismemberment, when the Lord’s nearness is unperceived or 
mistakenly perceived as remoteness. 

 
Guru Nanak records the existential fear of severance the jiv 
experiences. (A narrative of separation from the Lord 
whose propinquity is thus described in the Koran: ‘We are 
closer to him than [his] jugular vein’) 
Fear and doubt arise from the non-recognition of the Lord’s 
indwelling: 
jIau frqu hY Awpxw kY isau krI pukwr ] (660-4, DnwsrI, mÚ 1) 
Guru Nanak says my heart quails. To whom should I appeal? 
Implicit in this line is the bitter truth that there is nobody to 
whom one can turn except God. Latent in the question that 
arises in the consciousness of human beings, out of the fear 
and the falsity of both logic and illogic, is the answer---turn 
to God for removal of fear, live in His attributes, not your 
own. 
 
ibrQw khau kaun isau mn kI ] (411-4, Awsw, mÚ 9) 
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Guru Tegh Bahadur says: To whom should I confide the 
condition of my mind? (Of what avail is it to men to 
disregard God and seek out mere mortals like themselves. 
loiB gRisE ds hU ids Dwvq Awsw lwigE Dn kI ]1] rhwau 
] (411-5, Awsw, mÚ 9) 

Ensnared in greed people run confused in ten different 
directions, in the expectation of finding riches (but wealth 
is not a panacea). 
suK kY hyiq bhuqu duKu pwvq syv krq jn jn kI ] (411-5, Awsw, 
mÚ 9) 
For the reason that they are so fond of happiness they find 
great pain. Life is servitude for and of many people. How 
futile it is for a slave to serve another slave, rather than 
the Master! 
duAwrih duAwir suAwn ijau folq nh suD rwm Bjn kI ]1] 
(411- 6, Awsw, mÚ 9) 
From door to door you wander like a dog, unaware of the 
value of human birth in which glorifying the Lord is 
man’s highest activity. 
As Bhagat Namdev says in the Granth Sahib: 
jgjIvn isau jIau smwnW ]2]1] (858-2, iblwvlu, Bgq 
nwmdyv jI) 
With the Life of the World (Jagjivan) the jio blends in unity. 
Another way of putting it is that the atma animating the world 
is not inimical to the Paramatma. The jiv is sustained by the 
propinquity that is the Lord. God’s propinquity is served in 
the life of the individual as His Name. 
 
A third constituent of the functioning human consciousness 
is identified by Guru Arjun Dev as munn (the agency of 
preference, want and desire): 
jIau pRwx mnu qnu hry swcw eyhu suAwau ] (47-19, isrIrwgu, mÚ 5) 
When the prana, mind and body are made verdant, (full of 
vitality, not worn out or withered), that is the true 
beneficence of life. 
The word suao, in different contexts in the Granth Sahib, is 
taste, relish or enjoyment (as munn is sometimes ‘mind’ and 
sometimes ‘heart’). Here the word munn, occurring as it 
does in conjunction with the word tann, stands for that 
which is other-than-body but contingent upon body (as 
distinct from states that are not contingent upon body). 
 
Jiv (Jio) is consanguine with prana. Prana is a universal 
bestowal. 
iqsu ibnu myrw ko nhI ijs kw jIau prwnu ] (59-17, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 1) 
Apart from Him, I have no one I can call my own. He is the 
one to whom the jiv and the prana belong. Says Guru Nanak, 
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man is a captive of His revelation. 
 
qum sB swjy swij invwjy jIau ipMfu dy pRwnw ] (613-12, soriT, mÚ 
5) 
Guru Arjun Dev says, the Lord fashions all, and having 
fashioned them, He exalts them, by bestowing on jio and 
pind the energy, prana, permeating and emanating through 
the universe at all levels. The jio however is tied to 
experience.  
 
duiK suiK eyhu jIau bDu hY haumY krm kmwie ] (67-4, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 3) 
It is tied to happiness and sorrow, says Guru Amar Das. The 
jio’s sense of an individualized existence is the cause of the 
accretion of liberating and non-liberating karmas. 
haumY ivic jIau bMDu hY nwmu n vsY min Awie ]3] (560-15, 
vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
This is because the jio is encased in an egoic-self (haumai), 
and the Lord’s Name(s), His divine qualities, do not enter 
and remain in the mind. 
 
Awqmu cIin prwqmu cInhu gur sMgiq iehu insqwrw hy ]8] 
(1030- 12, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Says Guru Nanak, knowing your atma (spirit self), know 
Paramatma (Supreme atma), this is the emancipation 
available by associating with the Guru. 
 
mn kI prqIiq mn qy pweI ] (798-12, iblwvlu, mÚ 3) 
The beliefs of the mind are of the mind. What appears 
before the mind as real and evident is obtained from the 
mind itself. pUry gur qy sbid buJweI ] (798-12, iblwvlu,  
mÚ 3) 
By the Perfect Guru the Shabad is discerned, interpreted. 
 
Guru Tegh Bahadur, great martyr of Indian history, says: 
What is of the mind remains consigned to the mind as 
thought. The functioning of the mind and heart lies on the 
plane of belief and not ‘reality’ in an absolute sense. 

mn kI mn hI mwih rhI ] (631-14, soriT, mÚ 9) 
What is of the innermost mind remains within and of the 
mind, it is kalpanaik or imaged as ‘real’. Man does not 
speak out his innermost thoughts, they remain unexpressed 
sometimes even to himself. 
dwrw mIq pUq rQ sMpiq Dn pUrn sB mhI ] (631-15, soriT, 
mÚ 9) 
Know that all pleasurable things of the whole wide world 
deceive --- spouse, comrade, son, militia, high rank and 
wealth. 
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Avr sgl imiQAw ey jwnau Bjnu rwmu ko shI ]1] (631-15, 
soriT, mhlw 9) 
Know that all these things are impermanent hence 
misleading, the cause of falsity and defilement. Glorifying 
God (in devotional singing) is right and true. 
 
Unless virtuous use is made of the body, it is innately home 
to illness, weakness, afflictions of lust, hatred, and old age, it 
is the ground for delusions of the mind, even insanity, and in 
the final analysis it is innately lacking reality. 
 
WHAT HAPPENS AFTER DEATH 
 
For thousands of years human beings have pondered the 
question: What happens after death? Is there cognizance 
beyond the physical senses? Does it fly away like the swan- 
soul from the physical body? Or does it die with body matter?  
 
Guru Amar Das suggests it is separate from the cognizance of 
the brain which ends when body parts stop working. And 
whereas it was uneasily tied to the brain and biological 
functions when confined to life on earth, on the body’s death 
it continues on a transformative path without the ‘lies’ it was 
fed on whilst on earth: 
kwieAw hMs ikAw pRIiq hY ij pieAw hI Cif jwie ] (510-
19, gUjrI kI vwr, mÚ 3) 
What is this love between the body and the swan-soul that 
when fate determines an outcome, it deserts the body? The 
answer implicit in Guru Amar Das’s question is that there 
is no true love, co-sanguinity, between physical form 
(flesh, blood and bone) and spiritual consciousness. 

eys no kUVu boil ik KvwlIAY ij clidAw nwil n jwie ] (510-
19, gUjrI kI vwr, mÚ 3) 
Why lovingly feed it with false words, when, as you depart, 
it parts company with you? 

 
According to Sikh belief, the body is of no account in the 
afterlife. Contrary to Christian and Islamic belief, the 
Sikh Gurus did not see any role of the body in the 
afterlife. 
ijQY lyKw mMgIAY iqQY dyh jwiq n jwie ] (1346-9, pRBwqI 
ibBws, mÚ 3) 
The body cannot go there where the account of our deeds is 
asked for, says Guru Amar Das. Where all (regardless of 
caste) are called to give an account is not literally a place 
and the body is not resurrected there. 
According to Sikh tenets, there is no determining 
significance in a person’s caste---it does not shape his 
success or failure in reaching his ultimate goal of proximity 
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to God. 
Guru Amar Das describes that goal in the next line, in the 
case of the drowning man who is saved from sinking. Instead 
of positing the shore of the deep sea as the drowning man’s 
goal, Guru Amar Das says in rising above the waters, man 
finds his salvation in another realm---the sea of Truth. 
swic rqy sy aubry duKIey dUjY Bwie ]6] (1346-9, pRBwqI ibBws,  
mÚ 3) 
Those in love with Truth are saved. Those in love with 
worldliness (as opposed to godliness) suffer. Those who 
immerse themselves in Truth as their very element, they do 
not drown but swim like fish in the ocean. Others, who live 
in conflicting worldliness, they experience great sorrows that 
drown them in the ‘terrifying world-ocean’. 
The significance of these verses lies in the view that it is in 
the here and now that one will swim, and not drown, if by 
divine grace and spiritual endeavor one dwells in the element 
of truth, not falsehood. To swim in the ocean of Truth is 
Heaven. 
 
WHAT SURVIVES 
What if anything survives the death of the body? According 
to Sikh scripture, much survives, freed from bone and flesh 
and dwelling in a transformed element. One may use the 
word ‘knowing’ or ‘consciousness’ or ‘cognizance’ but what 
survives was already there--- the world that exists beyond the 
physical senses, and this ‘consciousness’ survives death. 

 
In the western world, Plato, the Greek philosopher who lived 
300 to 400 years before Jesus Christ, was among the first to 
make a distinction between a mortal body and an immortal 
soul. Plato’s ideas regarding the immortality of the soul 
(man’s other-than-physical self), the body as the prison 
house of the soul, and the realm of Forms or Ideas, have left 
a major impact on western religious philosophies. Plato 
posited the doctrine that behind the imperfect microcosm of 
man lay the perfect macrocosm of Ideas, such as Truth, 
Beauty, Justice, Peace, and human beings possessed an 
innate knowledge of these. If men live contemplating such 
universals and ideals, then after death they would dwell in 
the realm of Ideas. 

 
Another great Greek philosopher, Pythagoras, said: ‘When we 
live, our souls are dead and buried in us but when we die, our 
souls revive and live.’ This body is not an instrument of the 
soul, but rather its prison, its tomb. 

 
Hindu yogis too believe that the body is no better than a 
tomb (indicated by their rubbing of ash on their bodies), but 
Guru Nanak does not endorse the view that the body is an 
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obstacle to salvation. Guru Nanak taught that the soul or self 
that is not-body is not dead and buried in the body---it can be 
awakened by Naam. 

 
He did not accept the view, in Indian thought from pre-Vedic 
times, that the body is a veil or curtain that obscures Divine 
Light and therefore an obstacle to true knowledge and to 
union with the Divine. 
From His self-determination as Light, that lights uncountable 
lamps (jivs) and yet remains indivisible, God’s emanations 
into an infinite number of forms are His revealing of 
Himself. 

 
vyKY ivgsY kir vIcwru ] (8-7, jpu, mÚ 1) 

The universe is born of His ideation and contemplating the 
creation as Idea, He rejoices. 

 
The Sufi belief that the world existed as an idea in God 
before those things that were latent in essence were brought 
into actual and objective existence, echoes the view of the 
Neoplatonists. ‘Since the Nature or Hypostasis of the One is 
the engenderer of the All, it can be none of the things in the 
All; that is, It is not a thing; It has neither quality nor 
quantity…It is essentially of a unique form or rather no-form, 
since It is prior to form as It is also prior to movement and 
rest; all these categories apply only to the realm of existence 
and constitute the multiplicity characteristic of that lower 
realm.’ (Plotinus (204/5 – 270 C.E.) in The Ethical Treatises) 

 
Platonists and Neoplatonists exercised great influence on 
Christian theology and Islamic thought. Plato’s 
commendation of Socrates as a hero because he knew how to 
die bravely, also influenced Islamic thought. Belief in the 
resurrection of the material body, however, was non-Platonic. 
Plato had asserted that the body was temporary but the soul 
was immortal. For the ancient Greeks, the body did not abide 
unchangeably in the realm of Ideas as it was not perfect. 

 
EARLIEST VIEWS 

 
However, it is generally believed that the earliest views on the 
afterlife were recorded by Egyptians on the banks of the river 
Nile. More than 3,500 years ago the ancient scrolls, known 
today as the Egyptian Book of the Dead, recorded the 
mythical and spiritual ideas of the ancient Egyptians about 
burial, judgement and entrance into the Hereafter. The dead 
body was embalmed and mummified to prepare it for 
undertaking the arduous journey. 

 
The Book of the Dead says the individual survives death 
and journeys through the Netherworld (a place the dead go 
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immediately after death) to enter the Afterlife (the final 
destination of the journey). The dead person’s heart is 
weighed against the feather of truth. If shown to be free 
from evil (light as a feather), the person is declared ‘true of 
voice’ and admitted to eternal life in the Afterlife. 
‘For that truly is, which abides unchangeably,’ Saint 
Augustine (334-430 CE) had argued in his Confessions, the 
most widely read book of the Christian faith, after the Bible. 
The criteria of reality are immutability and permanence, 
said Hindu philosopher Adi Shankara (788-820 CE), whose 
doctrines have shaped views on Advait Vedanta to this day. 

 
Early Jewish thought was in conflict with Platonism in its 
evolving views on the coming of a messiah who would 
deliver Israel and resurrect the dead. The story of Jesus as 
told in the Gospels propagated a unique understanding of 
salvation, made available to mankind by Christ’s sacrifice on 
the cross. Those who believe in Christ will be saved. 
Salvation is the greatest miracle of all. They will enter after 
Judgement into ‘new heavens and a new earth,’ bodily 
resurrected into God’s kingdom. Both in Islam and 
Christianity, the resurrection of the body is an essential 
doctrine. 

 
There is no reference in the Granth Sahib to doctrines of the 
Christian faith or to Jesus Christ. On the other hand, there 
are many references to Islam and Brahmanical Hinduism 
and the degenerate faith of the masses (not classified as 
‘Hinduism’ till the modern period, by English and European 
scholars) under the rule of an alien minority, the Turks, 
Mongols and Mughals. 

 
There are a few indirect references to Buddhism and Jainism 
in the Granth Sahib. Both Buddhists and Jains, termed 
‘nastik’ or non-believers, did not find a place in the God-
centric but otherwise syncretic Granth Sahib. 

 
HEAVEN AND HELL 

 
Sikh thought, with reference to death and the afterlife, is 
quite well documented as akin to the doctrines of the Hindu 
Vedanta philosophers, but its kinship with the views of the 
Sufis (and Greek Neo-Platonists), is not so well researched. 
Guru Nanak’s verses in Raag Sarang acknowledge the 
ancient wisdom of the Vedas. He says, the Vedas proclaim 
that moral and immoral actions are the seed of heaven and 
hell: 
bydu pukwry puMnu pwpu surg nrk kw bIau ] (1243-18, swrMg, mÚ 
1) jo bIjY so augvY KWdw jwxY jIau ] (1243-19, swrMg, mÚ 1)  

Whatever one sows will grow and in eating (experiencing) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hinduism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hinduism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddhism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jainism
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the fruit of one’s actions (on the plane of realization) the jiv 
knows swarg (heaven) and narak (hell). Our volitions are the 
seeds that ripen in time, landing us in ‘heaven’ or ‘hell’, 
release or entrapment. 

 
The dichotomy of heaven and hell exists in Zoroastrianism, 
the religion of Zarathustra, and in the Abrahamic religions: 
Christianity, Islam and Judaism. In Sikhism heaven and hell 
are binary states of existence both in life and death. 
EQY idhu AYQY sB rwiq ]2] (1257-3, mlwr, mÚ 1) 
There it is day, while here, it is all night. 
igAwnu slwhy vfw kir sco scw nwau ] (1243-19, swrMg, mÚ1)  
Whoever praises spiritual understanding as the highest 
knowledge and the True Name as the highest Truth, such a 
one plants the seed of truth, reaps Truth and finds a place in 
the Dargah of the Lord. 
scu bIjY scu augvY drgh pweIAY Qwau ] (1243-19, swrMg, mÚ 1) 

HEAVEN AND HELL UNKNOWN 
 

Guru Arjun Dev says it is not known if heaven exists, but 
no refuge is safer than piety. 
iBsqu njIik rwKu rhmwnw ]4]7]15] (1161-10, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Your proximity is Heaven (Bahisht). Keep me, O Merciful 
Lord. 
Guru Arjun Dev uses the Arabic Bahisht to counter the idea, 
much elaborated upon in the Koran, that a Paradise of many 
delights awaits the righteous after death. 
sBu koeI cln khq hY aUhW ] (1161-10, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Everyone speaks of going there, 
nw jwnau bYkuMTu hY khW ]1] rhwau ] (1161-11, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
But I do not know where Baikunth (heaven) is. (Both the 
Hindu and Muslim names for Heaven are used.) 
Awp Awp kw mrmu n jwnW ] (1161-11, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
One who himself has not known the mystery of his own self 
bwqn hI bYkuMTu bKwnW ]1] (1161-11, BYrau, mÚ 5) 

Speaks of Heaven, but it is only talk. In idle chatter he dilates 
on Baikunth. The enlightened spiritually realize what God has 
taught them, they do not talk about it. 
jb lgu mn bYkuMT kI Aws ] (1161-12, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
When the heart clings to the hope of Baikunth (looks to future 
rewards) then man does not live in perfect submission to God. 
qb lgu nwhI crn invws ]2] (1161-12, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Then he dwells not (in the right place) at the Lord's Feet. 
KweI kotu n prl pgwrw ] (1161-12, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Heaven is not a fort with moats and ramparts, and plastered 
walls 
nw jwnau bYkuMT duAwrw ]3] (1161-12, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
I do not even know where heaven's gate is that I may enter 
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therein. 
Since ancient times the gate to a fort or town symbolized its 
power and strength because the town was specially fortified 
at the gate and sentences were handed out there. 
kih kmIr Ab khIAY kwih ] (1161-13, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Kabir said, now what remains to be said? 
swDsMgiq bYkuMTY Awih ]4]8]16] (1161-13, BYrau, mÚ 5) It 
is in Saadh Sangat (the company of holy men) that one 
enters Baikunth. It is on earth itself that the saints find 
‘heaven.’ 

 
kbIr surg nrk qy mY rihE siqgur ky prswid ] (1370-17, 
slok, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Kabir, I have been spared heaven and hell by the grace of 
Satguru. 
crn kml kI mauj mih rhau AMiq Aru Awid ]120] (1370-17, 
slok, Bgq kbIr jI) 
In the enjoyment of the Lord's Lotus Feet I abide, from 
beginning to end. 

 
THE LIVING AND THE DEAD 
 
What is the relationship between the living and the dead? 
There is no prescriptive answer given by the Sikh gurus. Guru 
Nanak says in his Japji Sahib: those who proffer an answer 
will regret their mistake and mistaken views. 
nwnk kQnw krVw swru ]37] (8-7, jpu, mÚ 1) 

Are the living guided by the dead, by a guru who is no more? 
There is no acknowledgement of this view except the view 
that the dead guru will not guide from a location other than 
Naam. And His Name transcends dimensions conceived by 
the human mind. 

 
Hindus believe that the proper performance of funeral rites by 
the children of the deceased, in accordance with the 
scriptures, will determine what happens to the jiv after death 
and before rebirth. What happens after death depends upon 
the jiv’s actions in his many births, its state of mind and the 
hour when death occurs. In ancient times ancestors were 
prayed to for intercession with a deity on behalf of the living. 
Rituals of cremation and 40-day mourning were very 
important to the fate of the dead. This was a link between the 
living and the dead. 

 
However, Guru Nanak believed rituals such as kiriya, (the 
feeding of shradh food to Brahmins) to ensure the salvation 
of the recent-dead (as well as ancestors), were of no 
consequence. 
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iek lokI horu CimCrI bRwhmxu vit ipMfu Kwie ](358-10,Awsw, 
mhlw 1) 
One pind (balls made of food grains) for the dead in 
heaven, the others for the worldly: The pind are offered to 
dead ancestors, but it is the Brahmins who collect and eat 
them. nwnk ipMfu bKsIs kw kbhUM inKUtis nwih ]4]2]32] 
(358-11, Awsw, mhlw 1) 
Nanak, the pind of the Lord’s mercy (for the dead or living) 
is never exhausted. 

 
For the true Sikh there is no deity except the One True Lord, 
no intercession by the dead, and no supplicant who will be 
heard unless he himself pleads, one-on-one, with the 
merciful Almighty and attends to His reply. 
 
INESTIMABLE VALUE OF HUMAN BIRTH 
The value of human birth lies in the assumption of human 
form. The importance of the body in relation to the idea 
of death and the value of birth, are emphasized in the 
Granth Sahib. The Lord may be found on the individual 
jiv’s evolution into human form and consciousness as it 
transmigrates from matter through plants and animals to 
human form: 
iPrq iPrq bhuqy jug hwirE mwns dyh lhI ] (631-16, soriT, 
mÚ 9) 
Wandering around unsuccessfully for so many ages one 
has finally assumed a human body. 
mwns dyh bhuir nh pwvY kCU aupwau mukiq kw kru ry ] (220-
15, gauVI, mÚ 9) 
The birth in a human body is paramount in experiencing the 
divine. As Guru Tegh Bahadur says in the above admonition, 
one will not obtain this human body again, make every effort 
to find the means to get salvation. 

 
In the Granth Sahib, however, another view is also 
expressed. Human beings must take the opportunity 
provided them to achieve enlightened existence because 
human birth is not the end and humans can regress into 
animal or reptile forms as a karmic consequence. 

 
SIGNIFICANCE OF BODY 

The importance of the human body lies in the fact that death 
is experienced in the body. By means of the impermanence 
of the body is learnt the permanence of death. Death is a 
physical proposition, but it may not be experienced by the 
dying or the dead. It is experienced by the living perceiving it 
in others. 
The Sikh Gurus sought to spiritualize this when they said 
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one can oneself experience one’s death. How? Mystics from 
Rumi to Guru Amar Das write that while living, one can 
experience one’s own ‘death’ by destroying one’s self-ness, 
one’s egoic self. Such states cannot be recounted because 
the mystic has entered the realm of ‘death’. 

 
However, the body on which we stake our self-pride is not 
ours to have: 
Awpn qnu nhI jw ko grbw ] (187-5, gauVI, mÚ 5) 
Awpn nwmu siqgur qy pwieE ]1] rhwau ](187-6, gauVI,mÚ 5)  
Even our name we have got from Satguru (by which we are 
recognised as a human being). 

 
MYSTIC BODY 

 
Guru Amar Das adds the mystic dimension to the body and 
its marriage with spiritual consciousness: 
kwieAw kwmix Aiq suAwil@au ipru vsY ijsu nwly ] (754-5, sUhI, 
mÚ 3) 
The body-bride, with whom the Lord dwells, is very 
beautiful. 
ipr scy qy sdw suhwgix gur kw sbdu sm@wly](754-5, sUhI, mÚ 3)  
When her (spiritual) husband is the True One she remains a 
sada suhagan (that fortunate wife who is never widowed). 
Such a worthy soul-bride is forever absorbed in the 
Guru’s Word. She never suffers the anguish of 
separation. 
kwieAw AMdir jgjIvn dwqw vsY sBnw kry pRiqpwlw ] (754-
8, sUhI, mÚ 3) 
The Life of the World, the Great Giver, dwells within the 
body, He takes care of all. 
kwieAw kwmix sdw suhylI gurmuiK nwmu sm@wlw ]2] (754-9, 
sUhI, mÚ3) 
The body-bride is forever beautiful, the Gurmukh cherishes 
Naam. 
kwieAw AMdir Awpy vsY AlKu n liKAw jweI ] (754-9, sUhI, 
mÚ 3) 
The Lord Himself dwells within the body; He is invisible 
and cannot be seen. 
siqguru syvy sdw suKu pwey siqguir AlKu idqw lKweI ]3] (754-
10, sUhI, mÚ 3) 
One who serves the True Guru (Satguru) always finds peace. 
Guru Amar Das confesses to his witnessing the True Guru 
showing him the indistinguishable Unseen. Within the body 
are found the jewels of perception: 
kwieAw AMdir rqn pdwrQ Bgiq Bry BMfwrw ] (754-11, sUhI,  
mÚ 3) 
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Within the body there are padarath as precious as jewels. In 
the Hindu tradition the term ‘padarath’ means ‘the object 
denoted by the word’ and in Vaishesik philosophy all objects 
denoted by words fall into two categories: those that exist and 
those that do not exist. The mystic Guru Amar Das says 
worship (bhakti) fills to overflowing the body-treasury when 
the Imperceptible is perceived. 
iesu kwieAw AMdir nauKMf ipRQmI hwt ptx bwjwrw ] (754-
11, sUhI, mÚ 3) 
Within this body are the nine continents of the earth, its 
shops, towns and bazaars. 
iesu kwieAw AMdir nwmu nau iniD pweIAY gur kY sbid vIcwrw 
]4] (754-12, sUhI, mÚ 3) 
Within this body are the nine treasures (Nau Nidhi) of the 
Naam, the contemplation of the Guru’s Word. 
kwieAw AMdir qoil qulwvY Awpy qolxhwrw ] (754-13, sUhI,mÚ 3)  
Within the body are done the weighings and the estimation, 
by the Lord Himself. He is the weight, the weigher and the 
weightage. 
Finally, Guru Amar Das says, even Brahma, Vishnu and 
Shiva, from whom people believe the whole universe has 
emanated, are within the body: 
kwieAw AMdir bRhmw ibsnu mhysw sB Epiq ijqu sMswrw ] (754-
16, sUhI, mÚ 3) 
This line can be explained in terms used by modern science, 
that there is no outside reality or ‘world’ outside 
consciousness. The human (and animal) consciousness is co-
relative to the ‘world’ it perceives. 

 
HUMAN BIRTH AFTER MANY FORMS 

 
In just three words Bhagat Kabir encapsulates the best choice 
a man can make---indifference towards all worldly things and 
enjoyments. Says Kabir, vairag (withdrawal from the world) 
is innate to the lived reality of the individual: 
moih bYrwgu BieE ] (870-9, goNf, Bgq kbIr jI) 
The state of Vairag (detachment, absence of desire) accords 
well with me. 
Says Guru Nanak: 
mrxY kI icMqw nhI jIvx kI nhI Aws ] (20-18, isrIrwgu, 
mhlw 1) 
I have no anxiety about dying, and no hopes for life. 
qU srb jIAw pRiqpwlhI lyKY sws igrws ] (20-18, isrIrwgu, 
mhlw 1) 
You are the provider for all beings---each breath and morsel 
of food is received by us accordingly. 

 
ibnu krmw ikCU n lBeI jy iPrih sB Drxw ] (1102-7, mwrU, 
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mhlw 5) 
According to Guru Arjun Dev, without the karma appropriate 
to the conditions required to obtain something, God’s 
creatures can find nothing, even if they travel the whole 
world. 
Enlightenment does not occur without enabling karmas. 
Apny krm kI giq mY ikAw jwnau ] (870-6, goNf, Bgq kbIr 
jI)  
Man’s knowledge is limited, he cannot know what standing 
his karmas have with God, hence, alienation (vairag) is the 
human mind’s true condition, fundamental reality underlying 
ephemeral sensations and perceptions. 

 
pMc qqu imil kwieAw kIn@I qqu khw qy kInu ry ] (870-10, 
goNf, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Kabir asks, the body is formed from the five tattvas 
(elements) but can man say where the tattvas were created? 
What is the source and origin of creation? By implication 
Kabir is confirming that there is a Doer and a doing that has 
fashioned the body but unknowable is the Doer. Kabir 
ponders not so much on the previous existence of the 
embodied spirit, as on the creation of consciousness itself and 
its evolution over aeons. 
krm bD qum jIau khq hO krmih ikin jIau dInu ry ]2] (870-
10, goNf, Bgq kbIr jI) 
You say that the jio, the living entity, is tied to pure and 
impure karmas as to an ever-turning wheel, but who has 
given karma to the jio? 
Who has created karmic cause and effect? In these lines 
Kabir appears to be addressing those (in Buddhism) who aver 
that the laws of karma exist but that a creator of those laws 
exists, cannot be known. 
Karma is volition and its issuance in action, intention or 
motivation, is wholesome or unwholesome. Karma-
bandhanam (karmic bind) strikes Kabir with wonder at its 
impact on living entities, of which man is supreme. 

 
Kabir’s rhetoric is exhorting man to give a thought to 
an already existing relationship with the Absolute, in 
man’s subjection to karma. In a mutable world the jio 
that is surrendered to the Lord is preserved by Him. 
jo dIsY so cwlsI iks kau mIqu kryau ] (936-4, rwmklI dKxI, 
mÚ 1) 
When all that we see will be gone one day, who should I 
make my companion? 
jIau smpau Awpxw qnu mnu AwgY dyau ] (936-5, rwmklI dKxI, 
mÚ 1) 
Says Guru Nanak, surrender jio, offer your body and mind 
also to Him. 
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FORMS OF BIRTH 

 
Since ancient time sages have believed that there are 
eighty- four lakh forms of beings born in this world. Says 
Guru Arjun Dev, man is supreme amongst all of them. 
mwxs kau pRiB dIeI vifAweI ] (1075-14, mwrU solhy, mhlw 5) 
God has bestowed human beings with greatness. 

 
Guru Ram Das says, since the Lord is found through human 
birth, those not yet born as human beings, their karmic 
destiny is unfavourable to enlightenment: 
ijn mwxs jnim n pwieAw iqn@ Bwgu mMdyrw rwm ] (844-
18, iblwvlu, mhlw 4) 

 
iesu pauVI qy jo nru cUkY so Awie jwie duKu pwiedw ]2] (1075-
15, mwrU solhy, mhlw 5) 
The one who falters in this station (literally, at this step in 
the ladder) he experiences suffering in repeated births and 
deaths. 
Guru Amar Das also speaks of man’s travail through 
eighty- four lakh incarnations (in the Hindu cyclical theory 
of existence, first expressed by Jain tirthankaras). Since 
there are eighty-four lakh living creatures in this universe, 
eighty-four lakh incarnations in different bodies are a 
possibility. 

 
Guru Arjun Dev says there are as many forms of suffering 
as there are species of beings. Without the worship of God 
freedom is not obtained from this cycle: 
lK caurwsIh nrk n dyKhu rsik rsik gux gweI hy ]10] 
(1072- 3, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
All joons (forms and species of beings on earth) will never 
countenance hell (eighty-four lakh hell-like rebirths) in the 
chain of metempsychosis. Amongst them the rasiya, who 
with great loving devotion sings the Lord’s glory---he shall 
not see the eighty-four lakh types of hell. (Narak here is a 
metaphor for life which is full of misery and suffering rather 
than the designation for the place of the dead, from where 
the Lord’s rasiya would not return to a womb eighty-four 
lakh times.) 

 
The sacred writings of all the major religions aver that the 
potential for enlightenment is present in human beings 
alone. Says Guru Amar Das, this capacity being so highly 
prized in living creatures, there must be causal conditions of 
a very high order to engender an auspicious birth in human 
form: 
mwxs jnmu dulµBu hY jg mih KitAw Awie ] (565-14, vfhMsu, 
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mÚ 3) 
It is difficult to achieve human birth. It is earned by 
the deserving. 

 
The better qualities that are distinctive of man, as opposed 
to animals, are made possible by and in a continuum of 
enlightened consciousness of the Divine. 

 
TRANSMIGRATION 

 
The doctrine of transmigration, most ancient in India, 
assumes that human birth is the consequence of good 
karma. Says Guru Ram Das, human birth is the award of 
virtuous action--- accruing from previous virtuous action. 
Without the award of the Name, life becomes worthless and 
wasted in the vain pursuit to find lasting happiness. 
mwxs jnmu puMin kir pwieAw ibnu nwvY iDRgu iDRgu ibrQw jweI 
] (493-14, gUjrI, mÚ 4) 
Human birth is obtained as a result of enabling virtuous 
‘doing, having and being’; without remembrance of the 
Name, life is wretched and worthless. 

 
Birth in the form of a demon, animal or insect is also 
productive of good and bad karma (fate) and status in the 
next birth. All created life is bound in the causal effect of 
good and bad karma (deeds). This belief, propounded as 
early as five to six centuries before the birth of Christ (the 
Christian era) by Jain followers of Vardhman Mahavira, is 
also expressed by Guru Arjun Dev. He attributes life to even 
the wind, stones, rivers, fire and plants. He says in many 
incarnations an individual may be a bird flying in the sky or 
a snake crawling on earth. As chastisement he wanders 
about in plant and animal form for a length of time 
commensurate with his sentence for his wretched deeds. 
 
keI jnm hYvr ibRK joieE ]1] (176-11, gauVI guAwryrI, mhlw 5) 
In many births (you were) as a horse or yoked ox. 
Says Guru Arjun Dev animals and other creatures 
experience degradation below the degree of human life. 
keI jnm sYl igir kirAw ](176-12, gauVI guAwryrI, mhlw 5)  
In many births, as a rock and mountain: such are the degrees 
of retribution. (According to the Mother: ‘It begins in the 
mineral, it is a little more developed in the plant, and in the 
animal there is a first glimmer of the psychic presence.’ 
Rebirth, Sri Aurobindo Society, Pondicherry, 2000.) 
 
keI jnm grB ihir KirAw ] (176-13, gauVI guAwryrI, mhlw 5) 
In many births you were aborted in the womb. 
keI jnm swK kir aupwieAw ] (176-13, gauVI guAwryrI, mhlw 5) 
In many births you were developed as a plant. 
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lK caurwsIh join BRmwieAw ]2] (176-13, gauVI guAwryrI, 
mhlw 5) 
You strayed through eighty-four lakh wombs, says Guru 
Arjun Dev. 
According to the principles of metempsychosis in the 
Indian tradition, the jiva receives retribution either in the 
form in which it lives on earth, or in the form into which 
it migrates, or in an intermediary form, assumed after 
death but before rebirth. 

 
We are born in a particular body as a consequence of 
particular karmas. Every action is like a seed sown in the 
body, which is likened to the field of karma. Karmic 
causation cannot be obliterated, the future is predetermined. 
Our present body has sprouted from the seed of karma. 
(Lower karmas are known as ‘karam kanda.’) 
krm DrqI srIru jug AMqir jo bovY so Kwiq ] (78-5, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 5) 
Karma is the earth in which whatever the body plants, it 
harvests and eats. The jiv is given a field and every action 
is like a seed sown that will sprout in due course. 

 
jyhw bIjY so luxY mQY jo iliKAwsu ] (134-7, mwJ, mÚ 5) 
As he plants, so he reaps (the harvest), according to the 
account (destiny) recorded on his forehead. 

 
In Patee Likhee (The Poem of the Alphabet) Guru Nanak 
says:  
ddY dosu n dyaU iksY dosu krMmw AwpixAw ](433-13, Awsw,mÚ 1)  
Dadda: Do not blame anyone the fault is your own karma. 
jo mY kIAw so mY pwieAw dosu n dIjY Avr jnw ]21] (433-14, 
Awsw, mÚ 1) 
What I did, so I received (the consequences), do not blame 
any other being. 

 
Karma, derived from the Sanskrit root kri, which means to 
act, do, or make, means any kind of action, including 
thought and feeling. It also means the effects of action: 
nwnk eyQY kmwvY so imlY AgY pwey jwie ]1](556-2, ibhwgVw, 
mhlw 3) 
Nanak, whatever one earns one receives in this world, and 
continues receiving hereafter (with consequences for the 
jiv’s onward journey). 
Karma is both action and reaction, the metaphysical 
equivalent of the principle: For every action there is an 
equal and opposite reaction. “Whatsoever a man soweth, 
that shall he also reap” (Galatians 6:7). It is karma operating 
through the law of cause and effect that binds the jiva to the 
wheel of birth and death. 
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DESTRUCTION OF FIVE ELEMENTS 

 
Bhagat Kabir says death is the destruction of the five tattwa 
(elements) that constitute human life: 
jh kCu Ahw qhw ikCu nwhI pMc qqu qh nwhI ] (334-11, 
gauVI pUrbI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Where there was something, now there is nothing. 
We are, in as much as we are from the Creator, and we are 
not, in as much as our bodies are destroyed by Him. We 
abide only in Him. It is good that we adhere to God. Tat 
Twam Asi, ‘Thou art That’, says the Mahavakya of the 
Chandogya Upanishad. Tattwa being ‘Thatness’, 
constituting the Divine. 
ieVw ipMgulw suKmn bMdy ey Avgn kq jwhI ]1] (334-11, gauVI 
pUrbI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
The subtle channels, Ida and Pingala, and the Sukshmana 
(subtle mind), are kept roped in by the pre-determined 
number of breaths a man can draw in his lifetime. (It is one 
of the earliest Hindu beliefs that the number of breaths an 
individual will draw in one lifetime is predetermined and 
death comes when that number is reached.) Kabir asks 
where is kept the account of predetermined breaths drawn? 

 
His poetic-rhetorical question points to the maintenance of 
the count in a presumably eternal register of past, present 
and future lives. But why is maintained the count, why is 
there death? Kabir’s question stands unanswered at the 
threshold of mystical insight. 

 
Swami Vivekanand in his RajYoga says: “In this body of 
ours the breath motion is the ‘silken thread’; by laying hold 
of and learning to control it we grasp the pack thread of the 
nerve currents, and from these the stout twine of our 
thoughts, and lastly the rope of Prana, controlling which we 
reach freedom.’ The individual’s death is real like the 
breaking of a thread. 

 
qwgw qUtw ggnu ibnis gieAw qyrw bolqu khw smweI ] (334-
12, gauVI pUrbI, Bgq kbIr jI) 

Gagan (sky), the vaulted firmament, is metaphorically the 
skull, the sky of our body, the Sky of the Tenth Gate, where 
the nectar is distilled. Where abide your utterances? 
Stretching from the mundane earth to the metaphysical 
ether, the sky-umbrella is seen by the dying man as 
dissipating and dissolving---that is death. The over-arching 
meaning is that the pranic energy unites via the Tenth Gate, 
the mystical aperture (in the sky of the body) through which 
the conscious mind escapes and meets the Over Mind (in 
samadhi), where the sum of a man’s pranas is recorded. 
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Kabir is awestruck. He answers his own question about the 
cessation of breathing, the basic bodily function which was 
the earliest accepted medical sign of life: In Ram the 
Supreme is not lost the immeasurable count of all breaths of 
all living creatures. 

 
Guru Amar Das says in Anand Sahib: 
vjwieAw vwjw paux nau duAwry prgtu kIey dsvw gupqu 
rKwieAw ] (922-11, rwmklI, mÚ 3) 
He blew the breath of life into the musical instrument of the 
body and revealed the Nine Doors, but He kept the Tenth 
Door hidden. 
When this Door opens the Brahmand is perceived by the 
individual mind. The Tenth is the highest of the nine, one 
might say, because in itself it is hidden, it is mysterious and 
it cannot be numerically determined, but it is a dwar (of 
ingress and egress) like the nine nonetheless. And such is the 
play of the mind, moving through the channels, the doors, 
that it issues forth in bolti, here not mere speech, but the 
teaching, the witnessing, the recognizing and recording, of 
the Supreme. 

 
The mind and body are both necessitated by the ‘meaning’ 
that the vision of the Brahmand through the Tenth gate, 
(Kabir through his metaphor of the broken sky) accords to 
non-being of mind, death of body and mind-body 
continuum. Notably, the final assertion belies the question: 
where are the yogi’s speech acts? Are his teachings now 
lost? No, Kabir asserts, the mind- body continuum issues 
meaning which resides with the Brahmand, the Divine Sky 
of our human world. 
eyh sMsw mo kau Anidnu ibAwpY mo kau ko n khY smJweI ]1] 
rhwau ] (334-12, gauVI pUrbI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
This doubt (sansa) afflicts me, night and day; no one 
can explain to me and help me understand. (This is an 
innate questioning in the hearts of men: why does not 
somebody explain the unexplainable?) 
The sansa is human existence, an interplay between the 
physical senses and the mind. 
jh brBMfu ipMfu qh nwhI rcnhwru qh nwhI ] (334-13, gauVI 
pUrbI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Kabir says, where there is the Brahmand (Egg of Brahma), 
the body is not there, the reasoning conscious mind is not 
there either. 
The universe informs us of the magnificence and 
magnanimity of the Creator, but his greatness like the 
vastness of the universe is beyond human comprehension 
and imagination, beyond worldly eyes. 
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EGG OF BRAHMA 
 

The Brahmanda or ‘Egg of Brahma’ is the cosmos, the 
universe, according to Hindu cosmology, shaped like an egg 
and containing twenty-one zones, called loka or localities, 
arranged in three principal strata known as tri-loka or three 
worlds, consisting of the heavens above the earth, the tala, 
and the subterranean regions, patala. 

 
joVnhwro sdw AqIqw ieh khIAY iksu mwhI ]2] (334-13, gauVI 
pUrbI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
The Joiner of the witness with the un-witnessed is forever 
unattached, without attributes. Then, within whom is the 
witness-consciousness said to be contained, asks Kabir, 
when the body is (also) not joined to it? 

 
Through the activation of deep thinking, contemplation, 
reading of the various supernatural signs of the reality of the 
unseen world, realizations of truth can occur at the level of 
the individual mind. Always and everywhere an unseen 
world lies about us, a world from which we are not 
excluded, only hidden by veils. 
joVI juVY n qoVI qUtY jb lgu hoie ibnwsI ] (334-14, gauVI 
pUrbI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
By seeking to join with the un-witnessed it does not join, 
and by breaking with it, it cannot break apart, as it is itself 
perishable. 

 
In the following lines Kabir uses ‘doubt’ as a rhetorical 
device to paradoxically assert faith and give utterance to the 
ineffable.  
kw ko Twkuru kw ko syvku ko kwhU kY jwsI ]3] (334-14, gauVI 
pUrbI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Who is the master of whom? (Is God-consciousness the 
master or the servant of the body?) To whom does the dead 
man render service now (in bodiless existence)? When he is 
not the servant of Hari then who is he master of? In death 
who goes to whom? The corpse is in maya but where is he? 
Where and to whom do the joined go when the Joiner is not 
co-existent with temporal consciousness? 
It is said that Bhagat Kabir wrote these profound lines 
contemplating the death of a yogi known to him. 

 
DEATH RITES NOT IMPORTANT 

 
Guru Nanak did not accord the same significance or efficacy 
to funeral rites (for the liberation of the dead individual) as 
did Buddhists and Hindus before him. 
iek dJih iek dbIAih ieknw kuqy Kwih](648-12, soriT,mÚ 1)  
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Guru Nanak says, some are cremated, some are buried and 
some are eaten by dogs. 
The last is a reference to ‘sky-burial’ by Tibetans. At a sky- 
burial site corpses are cut up by professional ‘body-
breakers’ and then broken down to allow birds to consume 
the corpses. Dogs scavenge such sites after the vultures are 
done. 
ieik pwxI ivic austIAih ieik BI iPir hsix pwih ] (648-
13, soriT, mÚ 1) 
Some are thrown into rivers, while others are thrown into 
wells. (Different communities choose to dispose of their 
dead in different ways.) 
nwnk eyv n jwpeI ikQY jwie smwih ]2] (648-14, soriT, mÚ 1) 
Says Nanak, by these rites it is not known where the dead go. 
The rites of death bring us no closer to knowing where the 
dead abide. 

 
Even rites of mourning are not viewed as a sacred duty. No 
time, mode, duration or manner of mourning the dead or 
honouring ancestors is accorded merit in the Granth Sahib. 
On the contrary, Sikhs are expressly admonished not to 
mourn as death is God’s Will, and to bewail or decry His 
Writ would be unworthy of His slaves. 

 
dIvw myrw eyku nwmu duKu ivic pwieAw qylu ] (358-7, Awsw,  
mhlw 1)  
Devotion to the Name of the One is my lamp, says Nanak. 
In this lamp I have poured the oil of suffering. 
The lighting of the earthen oil lamp (diva) is still a part of 
many social and religious rituals throughout India. 
auin cwnix Ehu soiKAw cUkw jm isau mylu ]1] (358-7, Awsw, 
mhlw 1) 
His light has dried up the oil of suffering and I have 
escaped meeting the Jumjandaar or Executioner. 
Guru Nanak says the blaze of gyan consumes the 
suffering it has fed on. 
lokw mq ko PkiV pwie ] (358-8, Awsw, mhlw 1) 
O brethren, do not ridicule this as idle thought. 
lK miVAw kir eykTy eyk rqI ly Bwih ]1] rhwau ] (358-8, 
Awsw, mhlw 1) 
One lakh wooden logs gathered together need only a tiny 
spark to burn: the tiniest element of grace can consume 
suffering. 

 
THE LIVING AND THE DEAD 

 
What is the relationship between the living and the dead? 
Do the dead guide from beyond the grave? The Granth 
Sahib does not endorse the view that they do. The ancient 
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Egyptians believed there was danger in the life after death, 
so spells were needed to guide and protect the dead in the 
afterlife? The dead body was mummified in order to 
preserve it because the body was the means by which the 
afterlife could be traversed and, after a favourable 
judgement, into which the gods could enter and make the 
dead individual into a transfigured being. Rituals of burial 
were very important to the fate of the dead. This was the 
link between the living and the dead. 

 
From ancient times Hindus have also ritually honoured 
ancestors. Often they are prayed to for intercession on behalf 
of the living. 

 
THE DIVINE SCRIBE 

 
Guru Nanak wrote mystical poetry of miraculous power. In 
the Granth Sahib are recorded moments of self-reflection 
and comments on the writer’s avocation. In a verse in Sri 
Raag he says the true poet burns his emotions, his 
attachments to family and wealth, to grinds the embers into 
black ink (called muss). 

 
The earthly creature who writes in words (or deeds) has 
been created in the image of the Divine Scribe. The Divine 
Scribe is the inscriber of truth. In this way Guru Nanak’s 
mystical vision---of the Creator-Writer in the midst of his 
creature- writers, is a departure from the God of Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam, who writes a list of those who will 
be saved in the Book of Life and punishes and rewards 
according to His bookkeeping: 
DMnu su kwgdu klm DMnu Dnu BWfw Dnu msu](1291-13, mlwr, 
mÚ 1)  
Praised be the paper, praised be the pen, praised be the 
inkwell, and praised be the ink! 
 
Guru Nanak hails the Holy Writ which has commanded the 
birthing of all existence out of nothingness, like writing 
appearing on blank paper. Blessed is the entire frame of 
creation (the inkwell) and within it the means for human 
existence (the ink). The paper is the devoted man of faith, 
God is the writer: 
Dnu lyKwrI nwnkw ijin nwmu ilKwieAw scu ]1] (1291-13, 

mlwr, mÚ 1) 
Great is the Writer, says Nanak, He has written the True 
Name of all---one of His Names is Truth. 
The Divine causes the recording of the essence of all 
things. The One (there is not a second), who has named 
Truth, perpetuates truth in phenomenal existence, in all 
that is perceptible to living creatures. 
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Let your sagacity, intellect, discrimination be the whitest of 
papers and with the love of the Lord as a pen, and divine 
consciousness as your scribe, having sought the Guru’s 
instructions and opening yourself to his inspirations, write 
the realizations, the unprecedented thoughts and intuitions. 
Write, write and write again His praises, for he is undying, 
without end or limitation: such are Guru Nanak’s views of 
the writer’s avocation! 

 
THE HUMAN SCRIBE 

 
Guru Nanak concludes this verse with the parallel with God 
of man ‘writing’ in the book of fate with his karmas 
(deeds): 
bwbw eyhu lyKw iliK jwxu ] (16-6, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
O Baba, write in deeds such an account (of His Writ) that 
you shall know Truth 
ijQY lyKw mMgIAY iqQY hoie scw nIswxu ]1] rhwau ] (16-7, 
isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
That where it is asked for (when you are called before 
Him), there will be the sign (mark of the true worshipper). 
ijQY imlih vifAweIAw sd KusIAw sd cwau ] (16-7, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 1) 
There, where greatness, everlasting joy and love are 
bestowed iqn muiK itky inklih ijn min scw nwau ] (16-8, 
isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
There, on the faces of those whose hearts are repositories of 
the True Name, will appear the recognizable sign (tikka) on 
the forehead to mark His favor. 

 
PLACE OF DEATH UNIMPORTANT 

Kabir says neither time nor place need adhere to the 
worldly pandit’s reading of signs felicitous for salvation. 
Dying in Benares is of no help to the unholy: 
mnhu kToru mrY bwnwris nrku n bWicAw jweI ] (484-17, 
Awsw, kbIr jIau) 
Even if the hard-hearted dies in holy Benares, he cannot 
escape hell. 
Here, as elsewhere, Kabir does not denote by the word 
narak a realm of retributive suffering after death, of pain 
caused by the senses (burning in fire, undergoing torments 
and terrors). 
hir kw sMqu mrY hwVMbY q sglI sYn qrweI ]3] (484-18, Awsw, 
kbIr jIau) 
And even if the Lord's saint dies in the cursed land of 
Haramba, he can save himself and all his descendants. 
As ‘heaven’ is still the glad doing of God's bidding, Kabir 
does not deem any time or place sacred for the event of 
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death. (Haramba is the land around Maghahar and, according 
to one Hindu belief, he who dies in Maghahar is reborn a 
donkey.) 

 
For Kabir and Nanak, heaven is not an eternal realm of the 
gods, or place of reward for those who have achieved 
moksha. Painful causation and expiation form part of the 
doctrine of karma and rebirth in both Hinduism and 
Sikhism, but Guru Nanak does not believe God dwells in a 
place (Heaven) apart where he dispenses justice. 

 
The Arabic for Paradise in Islam also means garden, with its 
suggestions of joys and pleasures (including rivers of honey 
and ambrosia) that await the righteous. Guru Nanak believes 
heaven is being in His Presence, face to face (haazar naazar) 
in His creation. After death the jiv (jivatma) may be reborn 
or obtain some respite or remain in Unity with God. 
 
MAQAAM 

 
sB dunI Awvx jwvxI mukwmu eyku rhImu ]6] (64-10, isrIrwgu,  
mÚ1) 
The whole world is unstable (between birth and death)---
only the Merciful Lord (Rahim) is an established resting 
place. 
Muslim fakirs would make a place their maqaam or takiya 
and would meditate there for days or months. Like the jogi’s 
aasan, maqaam is the mullah’s aasan. 
mukwmu iqs no AwKIAY ijsu isis n hovI lyKu ] (64-10, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 1) 
Only the One can be called the undeviating station 
(maqaam), who does not have a karmic account on His 
head. 
Asmwnu DrqI clsI mukwmu EhI eyku ]7] (64-11, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
The sky and earth will transit, only He will be the maqaam. 
idn riv clY inis sis clY qwirkw lK ploie ] (64-11, 
isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
Daytime and sun will pass; the night and moon, too; lakhs 
of stars will fade. 
mukwmu EhI eyku hY nwnkw scu bugoie ]8]17] (64-12, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 1) 
He alone is the permanent place (‘the still point of the 
turning world’), Nanak utters the truth. 
In Sufism hal and maqam are different states on the mystic 
journey: the first refers to a transformed psychological 
condition, the second to a relatively permanent goal 
(absorption in the One). 

 
KIRAT 
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ikrqu pieAw dosu kw kau dIjY ]5] (905-10, rwmklI, mhlw 1) 
Kirat is upon us, whom can we blame? 
Our acts of emotion, reason, volition or body become over 
time our ingrained kirat and causation determines the effect 
and the nature of it. 
pwie TgaurI Awip BulwieE ] (1005-1, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Cheating driven by maya is a given. We forget God (as a 
result of varying degrees of ignorance and deception). 
nwnk ikrqu n jwie imtwieE ]2] (1005-1, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Nanak, the kirat (awarded and received by maya) cannot 
be denied, refused or erased. 
The doing and the willing, and the nature of these, 
determines the earning or discharging of karmas. 
PrIdw idlu rqw iesu dunI isau dunI n ikqY kMim ] (1383-19, 
slok, syK PrId) 
Farida, the heart is imbued with love for this world, but the 
world is of no use to it. 
imsl PkIrW gwKVI su pweIAY pUr krMim ]111] (1384-1, 
slok, syK PrId) 
The difficult misl like that of the fakirs (saintly ascetics 
of Islam) is only achieved when karmas are perfected. 
nik nQ Ksm hQ ikrqu Dky dy ] (653-12, soriT, mÚ 2) 
Guru Angad says the ring through the mortal’s nose is held 
in the hands of the Master; the mortal is urged on by his 
engrained doings (kirat). The word ‘kirat’ encompasses the 
inveterate words, actions, thoughts, that determine our 
emotions, motives, and character; kirat is the goad. 

 
Guru Angad’s reference to the hand of the Lord may be 
interpreted to mean His ‘will’ or ‘hukam’, whose nature is a 
mystery, however, the reference to the Master and the 
servitude experienced by corporeal beings is a reality which 
is not unknown to human beings. 
jhw dwxy qhW Kwxy nwnkw scu hy ]2] (653-12, soriT, mÚ 2) 
The mystical verses of Guru Angad, who was many years 
senior to Guru Nanak and who assumed after Guru 
Nanak’s death his spiritual seat, are unsurpassed in the 
annals of Indian mysticism. 
He says, wherever the seeds are scattered there the bird eats-
-- an individual’s bhog karma or the karmic field of his 
experiences is determined by the Master (where are thrown 
the seeds, there will be man’s eating). Such is the truth, says 
Guru Angad. 

 
God’s omnipotence has created in men the volition to do 
both good and evil, to experience accretion or depletion of 
karmas. The man who aligns his actions and volitions to 
God’s commands, his karmas are auspicious. 
Awqmw prwqmw eyko krY ] (1, 661-11) 
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Men will accumulate karma according to what happens 
to them, birth being the first happening that determines 
man’s doing. 

 
MOKSHA 

 
The profound poetry of the Granth Sahib proffers a unique 
synthesis of views on karma and transmigration which has 
developed in the culture and religions of the India from 
earliest times. Hinduism, Jainism and Buddhism, all believe 
that the atma (other-than-body) assumes many physical 
forms until it attains moksha, release from re-birth. Moksha 
is deliverance. The term is particularly applied to the 
liberation sought by human beings from the bondage of 
karmic cause and effect, and its most tragic consequence, 
unceasing rebirth. 
 
The belief in karma is expressed in the Granth Sahib in 
varying terms but it is fundamentally akin to the Hindu 
doctrine. It shares with all Indian religions the belief that the 
cycle of birth, death and re-birth occurs in circumstances 
conditioned by, and commensurate with, past actions and 
accumulated karmas, and is the expiation of these. Sikhism, 
however, shares less with the view, most ancient in Jainism, 
that karma is material and obfuscates and conditions the jiv 
like dust adhering to a mirror. 

 
suKu duKu purb jnm ky kIey ] (1030-19, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Our deeds in past lives determine joys and 
sorrows, inexplicable in the present  
so jwxY ijin dwqY dIey ] (1030-19, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Known only to God who is the Giver of gifts. 
iks kau dosu dyih qU pRwxI shu Apxw kIAw krwrw hy ]14] 
(1030- 19, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
So who can you blame, O mortal being? Suffering 
the hard consequences of your own doing is 
difficult indeed. 

 
It is painful to have to endure the consequences of one’s 
unknown doings, but, says Guru Nanak, divine intervention 
is a given---at any moment, deservedly or undeservedly, we 
receive good from the Lord in the here-and-now, face-to-
face. This is His nature and our release: the sikh (disciple) 
waits on God. 

 
Guru Nanak envisaged an active and altruistic life for 
those who aligned themselves with His decree, as 
disclosed to Gurmukhs. 
nw Ehu mrqw nw hm firAw ] (391-1, Awsw, mÚ 5) 
He does not die, so I do not fear. 
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nw Ehu ibnsY nw hm kiVAw ] (391-1, Awsw, mÚ 5) 
He does not perish, so I am not enchained. 
nw Ehu inrDnu nw hm BUKy ] (391-1, Awsw, mÚ 5) 
Neither is He poor, nor do I go hungry 
nw Esu dUKu n hm kau dUKy ]1] (391-1, Awsw, mÚ 5) 
He is not sad, neither do I have sorrows. 
This is the mystical affirmation of the Loved One, not 
the monist affirmation of Oneness of all reality as 
expressed in Advaita philosophy, but the impossibility 
of un-love in the particle that shares existence with Him 
who is Love. 
Fundamentally moral actions, pure thoughts and right 
speech, generating love peace and a desire for the welfare 
of all, is enlightened existence. 

 
NARAK 

 
The association with gross form is termed birth and the 
disassociation from it is termed death, however, 
consciousness retains and experiences the impressions of a 
dropped or disassociated human form via subtle bodies and 
in that sense there is no death. This enigma is solved as 
transmutation into another form of existence, migration 
hidden behind a veil. 
nrk n fITiVAw ismrq nwrwiex ] (460-17, Awsw,  
mÚ 5)  
They do not get even a glimpse of hell who remember, 
meditate on the Lord (Narayan), says Guru Arjun Dev.  
jY jY Drmu kry dUq Bey plwiex ] (460-17, Awsw, mÚ 5) 
Dharma Rai (Yamraj) makes salutations and his servants 
make themselves scarce. 
Here narak is to be understood as the place or region of 
the dead where Dharma Rai keeps accounts, not the 
realm (in Christianity) where Satan and the eternally 
damned dwell. 

 
The state in which the jiv dwells after death and before re-
birth is generally described as nrk (narak) in the verses of 
the Granth Sahib. 
nrk Gor bhu duK Gxy AikrqGxw kw Qwnu ] (315-9, gauVI,  
mÚ 5)  
In merciless narak there are many grave sorrows. It is the 
place of the ungrateful (who scorn the favour of God, and 
are heedless of His command). 
Severe retribution and untold misery is the lot of the unworthy. 

 
INDRALOK 

 
ieMdR lok isv lokih jYbo ] (692-8, DnwsrI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
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Mortals may go to Indralok (the heavenly realm, swarga-
loka, of Lord Indra), but they may also return. 
Kabir here echoes the view in Jainism and Buddhism that even 
nirvana is not continuous.  
 
so jwxY ijin dwqY dIey ] (1030-19, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Known only to God who is the Giver of gifts. 
iks kau dosu dyih qU pRwxI shu Apxw kIAw krwrw hy ]14] 
(1030- 19, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Deliverance from one world to the other touches both life and  
death and may continue to do so even after death. 

 
Described as the state of deathless, non-ideation, 
tranquillity and bliss, nirvana is not the same as the Sufi 
doctrine of fana (annihilation) and fana wa baqa 
(annihilation and subsistence in God). 
ECy qp kir bwhuir AYbo ]1] (692-8, DnwsrI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
But because of their unworthy penitence, they may come 
out (of Swarga). 
Bhagat Kabir is not addressing the question of existence 
or non-existence after death, but questioning rather 
binary distinctions between life and death. 
 
ikAw mWgau ikCu iQru nwhI ] (692-9, DnwsrI, Bgq kbIr 
jI)  
What should I ask for? Nothing lasts, nothing remains 
unchanged forever. 
Kabir utters a paradox to drive home the truth. To desire a 
state of non-desire is itself a desire. Even swarga does not 
guarantee permanence as a lasting abode. For Jews, 
Christians and Muslims, Heaven is the eternal abode of 
saved souls. 

 
Says Guru Arjun Dev: 
jh jwno qh rhnu n pwvY ] (1005-2, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Wherever they go, they cannot stay there. 

 
The jiv wanders in the human world in many forms to earn 
the required expiation (through passage in the lower world 
of plants and animals), commensurate with its wrong doing. 
It may enter an intermediary stage, only to return to human 
form for its further destiny. In Samkhya doctrine, the 
reward of paradise is not especially gainful because it ends 
with rebirth. Qwn ibhUn auiT auiT iPir DwvY ] (1005-2, mwrU, 
mÚ 5) 
With no abode they rise again and again, and then keep going. 

 
DEVASTHAN 
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Bhagat Beni seeks God’s realm. He asks, what is the insignia 
of Devasthan (the dwelling place of the gods)? 
dyv sQwnY ikAw nIswxI ] (974-8, rwmklI, Bgq byxI jI) 

What is the sign of Devasthan? What marks it out, how can 
one recognize it? 
qh bwjy sbd Anwhd bwxI ] (974-8, rwmklI, Bgq byxI jI) 
(The answer is) there resounds the Shabad, the unstruck 
(anahat, above the physical plane) bani (Word) 
qh cMdu n sUrju pauxu n pwxI ] (974-9, rwmklI, Bgq byxI jI) 
There is such perfection and wholeness there that no moon, 
no sun, no air, no water, exists. The world of phenomena is 
impermanent and imperfect relative to the 
swKI jwgI gurmuiK jwxI ]2] (974-9, rwmklI, Bgq byxI jI) 
The bearing witness to the existence of the One, the 
mystical knowing of His revelation (sakhi) is apprehended 
by the Gurmukh. 
In just four words Bhagat Beni ji expresses the most 
ancient philosophy of the Indian sacred scriptures---the 
arising of the Shabda (Sanskrit for sound) the verbal, 
eternal, infallible, testimony, which is sakhi (the witness) to 
the shabda as the means of obtaining knowledge. When the 
True Guru sounds the shabda, the witness consciousness 
awakes in the Godward creature (Gurmukh). In meditation 
the Gurmukh understands, this is the history of man’s 
knowledge at the sounding of the Bani (shabad or Sanskrit 
sabda) in creation. 

 
ANAHAT 

 
Guru Amar Das extends Guru Nanak’s emphasis on the 
world’s adherence to Truth as the pole of the universe’s 
existence, by evoking the shabda or sound energy that is a 
mystical emanation of the True Order. 

 
In ancient Indian spiritual traditions there is the belief that 
the essence of the universe can be apprehended mystically as 
vibration, emanating meaning in the form of sound units, 
such as the mantric ‘Om’, or emanating emotion in the notes 
of the Indian scale of music: Sa Re Ga Ma Pa Dha Ni Sa, 
which in certain combinations are capable of evoking 
mystical rapture. The Sufis believe that primordial sound 
established all creation, breathing life into jiv in fulfillment 
of the Divine Will. 
 
Guru Amar Das mystically affirms that after the death of 
the body the jiv is reabsorbed into the Shabad, the 
‘unheard’ anahat (music of the heavenly spheres), an 
ancient philosophical concept that regards proportions in 
the movements of celestial bodies—the Sun, Moon, and 
planets— as a form of music. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Celestial_bodies
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sun
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sun
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Planet
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Music
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The Platonists regarded the mathematical proportions in 
the movements of celestial bodies as a form of music (the 
‘music of the heavenly spheres’), which was literally 
audible only to the purest of men but was nevertheless a 
powerful spiritual concept for all. 

 
SUBSISTENCE IN GOD 

 
Man’s comings and goings cease when he becomes co- 
substantial with the immanent Lord. Says Guru Arjun Dev, 
this is the very sign of union with God: 
pRB imlxY kI eyh nIswxI ] (106-17, mwJ, mÚ 5) 
min ieko scw hukmu pCwxI ] (106-17,mwJ, mÚ5)  
When the heart-mind recognises the True One and his 
Command, and there is no scope for doubt or a numerical 
second. 

 
jo scY lwey sy sic lgy inq scI kwr krMin ] (70-4, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 3) 
Says Guru Amar Das, those whom the True One Himself 
has linked to the Truth, they have adhered to the path, to the 
search and summoning of truth, and their daily actions are 
also truthful. 
Such individuals are absorbed in the truth of the True One, 
and devoted to His presence within. This involves a 
cessation of human effort and an affirmation of Divine Will 
to the exclusion of all egotistic, personal initiative. 
iqnw inj Gir vwsw pwieAw scY mhil rhMin ] (70-5, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 3) 
As a consequence, they dwell in the home of the Lord that 
is within, beyond the physical plane, transcending 
empirical experience, in lofty mansions (temples) of Truth 

 
REINCARNATION 
It is the consciousness of the individual jiv which 
experiences the karmas in a lifetime on earth and these are 
retained in perpetual rebirths. 

 
Frequently and consciously disassociating itself from 
finite gross forms, after experiencing the afterlife, 
consciousness takes another incarnation to hopefully 
exhaust residual bad karmas. Existence in the gross 
sphere is sustained by fresh karmas until the jiv succeeds 
in establishing action-less, impression-less equipoise. 

 
This process of association and disassociation of 
consciousness may be described as the Sikh view of 
reincarnation. It does not correlate precisely with what is 
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described as ‘transmigration of the soul’ in theosophy and 
other schools of thought. The atma does not 'migrate' or go 
anywhere, since it is eternally with the Supreme-Soul or 
Paramatma, says Guru Nanak: 
Awqmw prwqmw eyko krY ] (1, 661-11) 
Reincarnation then refers only to the identification or 
dis- identification with forms conceived in karma. 

 
Belief in reincarnation is ancient in India. It is a central tenet 
of the major Indian religious traditions, Hinduism, Jainism, 
and Sikhism. The Buddhist concept of rebirth, often referred 
to as reincarnation, differs from the Hindu and Jain 
traditions in that in it there is no ‘self’ to reincarnate. 
According to Professor Das Gupta (A History of Indian 
Philosophy, Vol 1): ‘Whether we exist in some form 
eternally or do not exist is not a proper Buddhistic question, 
for it is a heresy to think of a Tathagata as existing eternally 
(sasvata) or not-existing (asasvata) or whether he is existing 
as well as not existing or whether he is neither existing nor 
non-existing. Any one who seeks to discuss whether 
Nibbana is either positive and an eternal state or merely a 
state of non-existence or annihilation, takes a view which 
has been discarded in Buddhism as heretical.’ 

 
Some early Sufis saw in the theory of the transmigration of 
souls a violation of the belief in the Unity of Being (Wahdat 
al- Wujud) and the omnipotence of God. They have left their 
influence on the great saints whose verses are incorporated 
in the Granth Sahib. 
Verses of the Granth Sahib highlight man’s ultimate unity 
with the One God, such that everything else other than God 
does not exist. The origin and cessation of life, the true 
quality of life, derives from the One God. There is no 
existence outside Unity for everything manifested, because 
Unity is Oneness of Being. 

 
REBIRTH 

 
In the Granth Sahib the various births of the jiv are 
described. Jiv is the individual embodied spirit, a living 
entity. The jiv has existed from the beginning and takes 
human birth in the world only once; jiv takes various 
physical forms according to its karmas in transmigration, but 
once born as a human being it does not get a second chance; 
the jiv is reincarnated repeatedly in human form, never as a 
bird or beast. 

 
Guru Arjun Dev emphasizes the moral principles 
underlying the belief in degrees of retribution in 
transmigration---through eighty-four lakh forms, when he 
says: 
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lK caurwsIh join BRmwieAw ]2] (176-13, gauVI guAwryrI, 
mhlw 5) 
Having transmigrated through eighty-four lakh physical 
forms in the world 
swDsMig BieE jnmu prwpiq ] (176-14, gauVI guAwryrI, mhlw 5) 
In the Saadh Sangha man has obtained birth. 
The mortal is born on earth, among holy men, having 
earned the favour of God. 
 
DMnu mwxs jnmu puMin pweIAw rwm ] (575-6, vfhMsu, mÚ 4)  
Guru Ram Das says blest is human birth, the attainment 
of which is punn, a virtuous action and event. A blessed 
human life is attained by the worthy, the pure. 
mwxs jnmu vf puMny pwieAw dyh su kMcn cMgVIAw ](575-6, 
vfhMsu, mÚ 4) 
Human birth is the fruit of great virtuous acts, this body is 
better than gold.  
 
We must value the fact that we have been born in human 
form. To have been born as an animal or as any of the 
transmigrations lower than a human, would have meant we 
would have been blind to the Word, deaf to the sound-
mantra, and unconscious of the distinction between virtue 
and non- virtue. 

 
From a karmic perspective, we have suffered our past lives 
in the lower form of non-humans, as keet patanga, before 
attaining the high station of human birth, thus our present 
situation is fortunate indeed. By this teaching Guru Tegh 
Bahadur emphasizes the life we have already attained as 
being full of promise. We should be attached only to the 
fruits of this opportunity for spiritual enlightenment, and to 
its concomitant concern to lift all sentient beings from 
ignorance to right understanding, and the practice of 
dharma. 

 
BLESSED IS OUR BIRTH 

 
The Divine is known with reference to the world, in the 
sense that the Divine cannot be known except when there is 
man, the object to which the divine appears as God. He has 
called us into existence to be known and for us to know Him. 
Our knowing is his self-manifesting. 

 
Manifestation (in sargun form in creatures and creation) is 
of a part of Him that seeks self-determination, self-
delimiting, self- attributes (His Names). 
inrMkwr Awkwr Awip inrgun srgun eyk ] (250-11, gauVI, mÚ 
5) He Himself is formless and also with form, the One Lord 
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is with and without attributes (gunas). 
 

Guru Nanak teaches us that God knows Himself by 
Himself alone and none-other-than-He can grasp Him. The 
One God created the Idea of possibility and becoming, 
which then manifested in the existence of many in the 
world, and became His transcendence and immanence. 

 
GIFTED ONLY ONCE 

God’s Will is one thing the rest is lies and boasting. 
nwnk lyKY iek gl horu haumY JKxw JwK ]1] (467-15, Awsw, 
mÚ1) 

Says Nanak, lekha is the one thing that is of any 
account, everything else is egoistic babbling or bluster. 
Guru Nanak indicates here, as elsewhere, that speech is an 
inadequate tool of man’s consciousness and man fails to 
grasp Reality because of the very nature of human 
language, premised as it is on man’s faltering self-
awareness and imperfect knowledge. 

 
Man seeks to understand the nature of lekha the eternal 
account kept by God. God commands His will for an 
individual, and this is writing (lekh) inscribed on the 
forehead of the individual. Lekha is the account taken and 
asked at God’s threshold, according to which the jiv enters 
the next cycle of transmigration. 

 
The evolutionary doctrines of consciousness, pre-
existence, transmigration and rebirth, expressed by the 
earliest Hindu saints were accepted by the Sikh Gurus. 
Kabir’s views on transmigration also find a place in the 
Granth Sahib: 
AYsy Gr hm bhuqu bswey ] (326-1, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
Kabir says, many such homes have I established previously 
jb hm rwm grB hoie Awey ]1] rhwau ] (326-1, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
When I came,O Lord, by the path of the womb. 
jogI jqI qpI bRhmcwrI ] (326-2, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
I have been a yogi, a celibate, a penitent, and a brahmchari  
kbhU rwjw CqRpiq kbhU ByKwrI ]2] (326-2, gauVI, kbIr jI)  
Sometimes a king enthroned beneath a canopy, and 
sometimes a beggar. 

 
Guru Tegh Bahadur, the apostle of vairag, exhorts us to 
value our present existence not by indulgence in all the 
wonders of the world, but by non-attachment (right 
understanding of its true nature, which comes from 
stepping back from the distractions of the world): 
mwns dyh bhuir nh pwvY kCU aupwau mukiq kw kru ry ] (220-15, 
gauVI, mÚ 9) 
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AFTERLIFE 

 
Kabir says of the afterlife: it is in the shabad. 
ipMif mUAY jIau ikh Gir jwqw ] (327-3, gauVI, kbIr jI)  

When the body dies, to which home does the jiv go? 
(Something other than the body lives when the body 
dies.) sbid AqIiq Anwhid rwqw ] (327-4, gauVI, kbIr 
jI) 
It lovingly melts into the unstruck melody of the Shabda, 
which has always existed in the anahat. 
ijin rwmu jwinAw iqnih pCwinAw ] (327-4, gauVI, kbIr 
jI)  
The one who knows the Lord, he ‘identifies’ Him (His 
signs, Names, attributes), his is the sargun apprehension 
of the Nirgun-Nirankar (without attribute and form). 
ijau gUMgy swkr mnu mwinAw ]1] (327-5, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
Like the mute who eats jaggery and knows its sweetness 
(though he cannot speak about it), God is found far more 
meaningfully experientially rather than in elucidation, like 
the sweetness of jaggery is known to the mute (who can 
deny that) but he can give us no idea of what it is he has 
eaten or his recognition of the experience for what it is. 
lyKY kqih n CUtIAY iKnu iKnu BUlnhwr ] (261-1, gauVI,  
mhlw  5) 
Because of the balance (of action-consequence, karmas) in 
our account, we can never be released. We are in error from 
moment to moment. 
bKsnhwr bKis lY nwnk pwir auqwr ]1] (261-2, gauVI,  
mhlw 5)  
Merciful Lord, save us, Nanak, (we are lost at sea) set us 
down on the other side. 

 
Guru Amar Das says the body will perforce be shed at 
death but saved is the man who sheds the body-self while 
alive. 
Duir krmu n pwieE prwxI ivxu krmw ikAw pwey ] (550-
3, ibhwgVw, mÚ 3) 
But if man is not blessed with His mercy, and is without 
(virtuous) karma, what can he receive? 

 
In Christianity there is physical death, spiritual death (of the 
sinner) and eternal death (damnation). In Islam the faithful 
are exhorted to ‘Die before you die’, in order to live 
eternally. In Sikhism, in living as though dead, the 
individual can escape maya of which the body is a divinely 
ordained part, and enter a state in which there is no more 
dying or birth. Death is Truth, says Guru Gobind Singh, in a 
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mystical as well as in a physical sense: 
ਸਸਤ�ਨ ਸੋ ਅਿਤ ਹੀ ਰਨ ਭੀਤਰ ਜੂਿਝ ਮਰੋ ਕਿਹ ਸਾਚ ਪਤੀਜੈ ॥ 
 
According to Kabir, they who know how to die in life, 
they have purity, contentment, and peace: 
jo jIvn mrnw jwnY ] so pMc sYl suK mwnY ] (655-16, soriT, 
Bgq kbIr jI) 

 
muAw jIvMdw pyKu jIvMdy mir jwin ] (1102-11, mwrU, mÚ 5)  
The man who has died while yet living, consider him truly 
alive. The man who you see alive, consider him dead. 
We perceive the outer man as alive because he is there and 
when he is ‘not there’ we consider him dead, says Guru 
Arjun Dev, but the man who is dead in our perception is 
alive in another dimension. Even the realm of Shiva is 
impermanent:  
isv purI bRhm ieMdR purI inhclu ko Qwau nwih ] (214-9, gOVI 
mwlvw, mÚ 5) 
The realm of Shivapuri, the realms of Brahma and Indra, as  
well: no place is permanent.  
One cannot dwell in any realm or dimension permanently, the  
realms of incarnate beings are subject to change. 
ibnu hir syvw suKu nhI ho swkq Awvih jwih ]3] (214-9, gOVI 
mwlvw, mÚ 5) 
Without serving Hari, there can be no bliss. The immoral 
reprobate comes and goes (in bondage to awa gavan) 
enduring both hell and heaven in earthly existence and in 
the course of transmigration. 

 
Caring nothing for oneself, but doing all things for the glory 
of God, striving always to fulfil the will of God, this is the 
conduct that brings the state of permanent bliss. 

 
ONLY GOD KNOWS 

 
Guru Nanak says what God has ordained is beyond man’s 
grasp. By what contemplation, which intellection, the 
First Cause came into being in the universe, this is beyond 
human grasp: 
jw krqw isrTI kau swjy Awpy jwxY soeI ] (4-19, jpu, mÚ 1) 
The Creator who made this universe, only He knows. 
Guru Nanak says that the creation of man and the cosmos 
is a mystery. 

 
Traditional notions of consciousness of the Divine 
(springing up where body consciousness has been rooted 
out) have been challenged by scientific theories based on 
materialism. 
Consciousness is believed to be an epi-phenomenon of 



174  

matter, the brain, the blood, the digestive, and the 
procreative organs. 

 
‘I regard the brain as a computer which will stop working 
when its components fail. There is no heaven or afterlife for 
broken- down computers…’ a secular view expressed by the 
great scientist Stephen Hawking to dismiss the idea of the 
soul’s life after death or the body’s resurrection. The 
traditional Christian dichotomy between soul and body is 
rejected. The mental characteristics of an individual are an 
individual’s behavioural dispositions, and even spiritual 
dispositions pertain to ‘the empirical individual---the 
observable human being’ rather than to some transcendental 
‘soul’. 

 
DARSHAN 

 
There where the saints dwell is the abode of God, 
Baikunth, (Sanskrit Vaikuntha) the station of Supreme 
Bliss, says Guru Arjun Dev. 
The Lord’s darshan is beyond Heaven and Hell. Darshan is 
sight of the Guru, so darshan is also clear insight or second 
sight. The threshold of His Court, where even Dharma Rai 
has no approach, is beyond mukti. 
dr drsn kw pRIqmu hovY mukiq bYkuMTY krY ikAw ]3] (360-
10, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
To the lover who stands at the door for His darshan, mukti in 
vaikunth is of no avail? 
ijQY rKih bYkuMTu iqQweI qUM sBnw ky pRiqpwlw jIau ]3] (106-
7, mwJ, mÚ 5) 
Where you keep me (in your refuge) there is vaikunth, 
O Protector of all beings. 
Where His mercy protects, there is heaven. 
qhw bYkuMTu jh kIrqnu qyrw qUM Awpy srDw lwieih ]2](749-9, 
sUhI, mhlw 5) 
There is vaikunth where Your praises are sung. You 
yourself have appointed us to worship and acts of 
faithfulness. 
jo jpwey soeI nwmu ]2] (890-14, rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
Whatever He inspires us to chant is Naam (the mystical 
Name of verities which have no physical form on earth). 
ATsiT qIrQ jh swD pg Drih ] (890-14, rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
The earth on which His saints set down their feet is the 
place equal to sixty-eight pilgrimages (in Guru Arjun Dev’s 
time, the number of pilgrimages prescribed by Hindu 
tradition). 
qh bYkuMTu jh nwmu aucrih ] (890-15, rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
And there is vaikunth where the Name is uttered. 
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SAHAJ 
 

Sahaj is the term Guru Nanak most frequently used for the 
state, beyond impermanence and transmigration. What was 
common to most of the philosophical schools of thought in 
Nanak’s time was the belief in moksha (release) from the 
round of repeated birth and death and the theory of sahaj 
which was integral to it. 
 
pUrw swcu ipAwlw shjy iqsih pIAwey jw kau ndir 
kry](360- 8,Awsw, mÚ 1) 
The Perfect Lord makes him drink, in the state of sahaj from 
the cup of Truth, who He gives His blessing, says Guru 
Nanak. 

 
Kojq Kojq shju aupijAw iPir jnim n mrxw ] (1102-8, 
mwrU, mhlw 5) 
Seeking and searching, intuitive wisdom (sahaj) is born. It 
is swabhavik (self-existing, an attribute of the Supreme 
Being). Then one is not born, one does not die, says Guru 
Arjun Dev. 

 
The term was also popular with Kabir and other sants who 
used it to describe supreme composure, when the manifold 
distinctions, non-distinctions, of the world are no more and 
the undivided Essence is realised. 
kbIrw quhI kbIru qU qyro nwau kbIru ] (1366-2, slok, kbIr jIau) 

Kabira, says the poet-saint addressing himself, using the 
Arabic kabir (the greatest, unparalleled) to pun on his own 
name, you are kabir (exalted) and your name Kabir is also 
exalted. 
Kabir says the atma is undifferentiated, indistinguishable, 
from the Paramatma. Even the name ‘Kabir’ is the same as 
Paramatma (the Greatest). The Names being a function of 
the naming consciousness the names ‘Kabir’ and 
‘Paramatma’ are one and the same. He says the spiritual 
consciousness that knows Consciousness itself, and enjoys 
the faculty of naming the characteristics of the Absolute in 
different ways, for example, with the name ‘Kabir’, is 
identified with Divine Consciousness. Though characterised 
by the name given at birth to a humble Varanasi devotee, 
Divine Consciousness is yet real, says Kabir. 

 
rwm rqnu qb pweIAY jau pihly qjih srIru ]31] (1366-3, 
slok, kbIr jIau) 
Ram the Precious Jewel is found when first the mortal gives 
up his body-self (his mistaken perception of the body as the 
real self), rises above knowledge of the seen world and wills 
to be re-absorbed in the Absolute. 
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Sri Aurobindo, in The Human Cycle, says: ‘The fulfilment 
of the individual is not the utmost development of his 
egotistic intellect, vital force, mental, emotional, physical 
cravings, but the flowering of the divine in him to its 
utmost capacity of wisdom, power, love and universality, 
and through this flowering his utmost realization...’. 

 
AZRAEL 

 
nwnku AwKY ry mnw suxIAY isK shI ] (953-13, rwmklI,  
mÚ 1)  
Nanak says, O my fellow men, hearken to the right 
teaching.  
lyKw rbu mMgysIAw bYTw kiF vhI ] (953-13, rwmklI,  
mÚ 1)  
Sitting down and taking out His ledger, God will ask for 
the account (lekha) of your deeds. 
qlbw pausin AwkIAw bwkI ijnw rhI](953-14, rwmklI,  
mÚ 1)  
Those rebellious sinners will be called out, who have 
unpaid dues (consequences of karmas) in their account. 
AjrweIlu Prysqw hosI Awie qeI ] (953-14, rwmklI,  
mÚ 1) 
Azrael (Angel of Death in Islam and Sikhism) will come ready. 
Awvxu jwxu n suJeI BIVI glI PhI ] (953-15, rwmklI,  

mÚ 1)  

They cannot see they are caught, in an endless round of 
birth and death, even when a noose is tied around their 
neck. 
In Guru Nanak’s teachings birth and death are closely 
associated: Ava Gawan is continued rebirth and dying. 
Freedom from its suffering is the achievement of Nirvana.  
kUV inKuty nwnkw EVik sic rhI ]2] (953-15, rwmklI,  
mÚ 1)  
Falsity will come to an end. The goal of existence will 
always be truth. 

 
RELEASE FROM TRANSMIGRATION 
Brmu Bydu Bau kbhu n CUtis Awvq jwq n jwnI ] (1127-6, 
BYrau, mhlw 1) 
Illusions and a false sense of differentiation and 
exclusiveness are never eradicated; the mortal does not 
perceive the reality of birth and death. 
ibnu hir nwm ko mukiq n pwvis fUib muey ibnu pwnI ]2] 
(1127-6, BYrau, mhlw 1) 
Without the Divine Name, no man is liberated: men drown 
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without water. (Guru Nanak uses the proverb, so easy is the 
fall of men, they drown without water, to say men sin for no 
reason.) 

 
Says Guru Nanak, the Immaculate Lord (unsullied by 
maya) who has no ancestry, which means he is not on the 
side of or against any group of people, has prevailed upon 
my mind. 
Akul inrMjn isau mnu mwinAw mn hI qy mnu mUAw ](1127-8, 
BYrau, mhlw 1) 
Through the mind itself, the mind is subdued, it dies to 
itself. ‘The strongest among you is he who subdues 
himself,’ Hazrat Ali, son-in-law of the Prophet, is said to 
have preached. 
AMqir bwhir eyko jwinAw nwnk Avru n dUAw ]4]6]7] (1127-
9, BYrau, mhlw 1) 
Within the innermost being, and outside it as well, know 
only the One, Nanak, there is no other. Guru Nanak bears 
testimony to the mystical experience of Oneness (the 
ultimate unity in all things, apprehended in a state beyond 
reason and the senses). 
Guru Nanak says, the divine ambrosia or rasa is a true 
companion: 
mwq ipqw klqR suq bylI nwhI ibnu hir rs mukiq n kInw hy 
]10] (1028-8, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Mother, father, spouse and child---none are true 
companions, none can save you. Without immersion in the 
love of the Lord (rasa, human participation in divine love) 
no one is liberated. 

 
Guru Nanak says mukti cannot be attained without the Satguru. 
jYsw kIcY qYso pweIAY ] (1028-6, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
As is our doing, so is our receiving (of the consequences) 
siqgur bwJhu mukiq n hoeI ikriq bwDw gRis dInw hy ]9] 
(1028- 7, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Without the Satguru there is no mukti (escape from 
bondage). Bound by the doing and the happening that is 
kirat, we are trapped in its maw. 
KMfy Dwr glI Aiq BIVI ] (1028-7, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
The path (shown by Satguru) is very narrow, like walking on 
the sharp edge of a sword, says Guru Nanak. His words 
remind us that our life span, too, our earthly existence, is 
closely drawn and the crossing over difficult. 

 
AMqir AigAwn duKu Brmu hY ivic pVdw dUir peIAwis ] (40-
17, isrIrwgu, mhlw 4) 
Guru Ram Das says man’s inner blindness is the cause 
of unhappiness and bewilderment. It is like a curtain 
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which separates and distances him from the Guru. 
 

Guru Arjun Dev says that even if one has studied all the 
Shastras and Simritis, without the Lord's Name, the 
curtain cannot be rent: 
ibnu hir nwm n tUtis ptl ] (890-8, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
Without Har Naam the screen (veil) is not torn off. 

 
BOAT OF SALVATION 

 
ibnu siqgur Byty kMcnu nw QIAY mnmuKu lohu bUfw byVI pwis ]3] 
(40- 17, isrIrwgu, mhlw 4) 
Without being in the Presence (of Satguru) the 
transmutation into gold (something pure and precious) does 
not occur. One does not attain worth and value without 
purification, says Guru Ram Das. The Munmukh sinks like 
iron even when a boat (Naam) is close at hand. 

 
Alchemy is a symbol of spiritual transformation used by 
Sufis (Anne Marie Schimmel). Only the one who is 
touched by His benediction is purified. 
 
siqguru boihQu hir nwv hY ikqu ibiD ciVAw jwie ](40- 18, 
isrIrwgu, mhlw 4) 
Satguru’s vessel of deliverance is the Name of Hari. By 
what device (means, power) can one climb aboard? 

 
As man cannot go beyond anything in the wake of which he 
marches daily but by the mercy of Satguru, he must be 
steadfast in his absorption in the Name, knowing that it is 
from the Lord that everything proceeds. 
siqgur kY BwxY jo clY ivic boihQ bYTw Awie ] (40-18, 
isrIrwgu, mhlw 4) 
One who walks in accordance with Satguru’s decree sits (in 
the vessel of remembrance) and arrives on the far shore of 
salvation. 
To alight on the far shore, man must detach himself from 
distracting externalities and concentrate upon inner 
verities. 

 
NIRVANA 

 
According to Advaita Vedanta, the ultimate reality 
(Brahman) is pure undifferentiated consciousness, beyond 
all qualities. 
The creative power of Brahman expresses itself in the 
ideation (the ever-renewing existence) of the universe. The 
nature of the world, of space and time, is maya, in the sense 
of ‘unreality’, because our perceptions of the self and the 
world are dependent, conditioned and impermanent. 
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The infinite eternal consciousness becomes associated 
with maya to create a plurality of temporal beings with 
finite consciousness. As products of maya their very 
existence is a kind of illusion---of individuality, 
permanence, identity and independence from universal 
consciousness. In questing after the ephemeral ‘I’, and 
identifying falsely with it as an enduring entity, man is 
condemned to fear of dying. 

 
swDo mn kw mwnu iqAwgau ] (219-2, gauVI, mhlw 9) 
Guru Tegh Bahadur addresses fellow ascetics: Sadho! Give 
up the pride and pretensions of your mind. (A sadhik is an 
ascetic engaged in a course of austerities and observances to 
obtain final emancipation.) 
Reject all that is inimical to the Path across the ocean of 
existence. Pain and pleasure, honour and dishonour, 
weigh them equally and thus attain freedom from the 
misery of continued rebirth and dying. 
 
ausqiq inMdw doaU iqAwgY KojY pdu inrbwnw ] (219-4, gauVI,  
mhlw 9) 
Giving up both praise and criticism (attraction and 
aversion), seek instead the station of Nirvana. 

 
The Sanskrit Nirvana is translated simply as ‘going out’, the 
extinction of sorrow, when enlightened. ‘They who by 
steadfast mind have become except from evil desire, and 
well-trained in the teachings of Gautama; they having 
obtained the fruit of the fourth Path, and immersed 
themselves in that ambrosia, have received without price, 
and are in the enjoyment of nirvana. 
 
Their old karma is exhausted, no new karma is being 
produced; their hearts are free from the longing after future 
life; the cause of their existence being destroyed, and no new 
yearnings springing up within them, they the wise, are 
extinguished like this lamp.’ Ratana Sutta, 7, 14. 

 
JIVAN MUKTA AND SWAN SOUL 

 
Guru Nanak defines deliverance: 
jIvn mukqu so AwKIAY ijsu ivchu haumY jwie ]6] (1009-19, 
mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Call the man jivan-mukt who is delivered from 
corporeality, from the painful round of birth, aging, 
sickness and death, and from whom egotism and self-
centeredness is eradicated. 
 
Forsaking the Way of Naam, man delights in gross 
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defilements. Corruption ensues and he loses the opportunity 
that human birth affords to reach a higher station. This 
opportunity shall not come into his hands again, says Guru 
Amar Das. 
mir mir jnmY kdy n bUJY ivstw mwih smwey ]2] (1259-12, 
mlwr, mÚ 3) 
Man dies and dies again, to be reborn in metempsychosis, 
but he never grasps the cause of his fall. His life on the 
dunghill continues. As things have been, they remain. 
gurmuiK nwim rqy sy auDry gur kw sbdu vIcwir ] (1259-13, 
mlwr, mÚ 3) 
The Gurmukh who is imbued with the Naam is saved. The 
Guru's divine Shabda is his contemplation. (Non-
involvement in the world is His ideal.) 
jIvn mukiq hir nwmu iDAwieAw hir rwiKAw auir Dwir ] 
(1259- 13, mlwr, mÚ 3) 
The Jivan-Mukta (liberated from the empirical, corporeal 
world while in it) contemplates the Lord’s Name. He 
enshrines the Perfect Lord in his heart.    
 
In Sukhmani Sahib, Guru Arjun Dev says: 
pRB kI AwigAw Awqm ihqwvY ] (275-4, gauVI suKmnI, mÚ 5) 
One who loves what God dispenses is a jivan-mukta. Such 
a one deems His writ (dispensation) beneficial for his 
salvation (spiritual being). 
jIvn mukiq soaU khwvY ] (275-4, gauVI suKmnI, mÚ 5) 
Such a one, who places obedience (to His power and 
dominion) on the plane of atma gyan, is hailed as a Jivan 
Mukta. 
jo vrqwey sweI jugiq ] (275-6, gauVI suKmnI, mÚ 5) 
All that God distributes (gifts) are the jivan-mukta’s 
means (tarkeeb) for obtaining deliverance. 
nwnk Ehu purKu khIAY jIvn mukiq ]7] (275-6, gauVI suKmnI, 
mÚ 5) 
Says Nanak, hail such a man as jeevan mukt (one freed 
from life, captivity). 

 
Says Guru Arjun Dev, escape worldliness by 
unbroken remembrance of the Lord of the Universe 
(Jagdish): 
jIvn mukq jgdIs jip mn Dwir ird prqIiq ] (508-11, 
gUjrI, mÚ 5) 
Become Jivan-Mukta, chant the Name of the Lord and 
establish His Presence, so that what is unseen has the same 
force of belief in one’s heart as what is seen. 
jIA dieAw mieAw srbqR rmxM prm hMsh rIiq ]7] (508-
12, gUjrI, mÚ 5) 
Show compassion and mercy to all human beings, the 
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Lord pervades all times and places. This is the way of 
life, the practice, of the enlightened soul, literally, the 
supreme swan (paramhansa). 

 
PARAMHANSA 

 
The term paramhansa has been used for a person of the 
highest spiritual realization, from the mythical belief that a 
swan can separate milk from water, and therefore the swan 
symbolizes one who can distinguish the true from the false. 
Such a one has discarded the unreal for the Real, the 
darkness for the Light, and mortality for the Immortal, 
becoming a veritable embodiment of divinity in humanity. 

 
Here Guru Arjun Dev is envisioning liberation on earth: 
without realizing the truth, our efforts, our resolutions, are in 
vain, for self-centredness violates essential unity with and 
respect for all creatures---a truth inherent in the Sikh belief 
in a Creator. 

 
Haumen or arrogance is wrong knowing (avidya), a 
defilement of perception because it denies that all men are 
equal, fundamentally, in themselves and in the eyes of God. 

 
Moreover, haumen is unbelief because it denies or is 
oblivious of the reality that others are also existent like us 
in a special unique way. The reality of the equality of 
human beings may not arise in the egoistic mind but 
ignorance of it nevertheless impinges upon life in 
innumerable ways, causing suffering. This is the true cause 
of man’s condemned state of life. 
Why are compassion and kindness mentioned above the 
rest? Because, says Guru Arjun Dev, from compassion flow 
other virtues necessary to the fraternity of equals. The 
highest spiritual experience and conduct is equality: it is the 
Way of the Supreme Swan, and the foundational ethic of the 
Sikh faith. 

 
Guru Amar Das bears witness to the mystical union, 
oneness with True Name: 
jIvqu mrY qw mukiq pwey scY nwie smwieAw ]14] (1067-19, 
mwrU, mÚ 3) 
One who remains dead while yet alive achieves the 
final deliverance, is liberated, and subsists in the True 
Name. 

 
ACROSTIC 

 
The Sikh Gurus created the Gurmukhi script and wrote 
acrostic verses. 
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PPw iPrq iPrq qU AwieAw ] duRlB dyh kiljug mih pwieAw ] 
iPir ieAw Aausru crY n hwQw ] nwm jphu qau ktIAih Pwsw ] 
(5, 258- 6) 
Alliterating on the letter ‘P’, Guru Arjun Dev reminds his 
devotees of the innumerable cycles of rebirth and dying they 
have endured, till in the Kalyuga they obtained a difficult 
birth in a human body. This unprecedented opportunity to 
sunder the noose of metempsychosis may never come again. 

 
He also reminds them that deeds must be added to prayer 
and worship: 
ibnu krqUqI mukiq n pweIAY ] (201-3, gauVI, mÚ 5) 
Without the doing (acting on many planes of consciousness: 
the willing, the aspiring, the knowing) liberation is not 
obtained. khY nwnku suxhu sMqhu so isKu snmuKu hoey ]21] (920-
1, rwmklI, mÚ 3) 
Says Nanak, listen, O Saints: such a Sikh who aligns with 
His Will (becomes agyakari), ‘sees’ the Master face-to-
face. The sunmukh (who turns his face toward God and his 
back to evil) himself takes the initiative, turns to the Guru, 
doesn’t wait for something from the outside, like political 
freedom, social equity, but liberates himself. 

ibnu nwvY bhu Pyru iPrwhir ] (965-4, rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
Without the Name, we are in many rotations on the wheel  
(of ava gawan) 
siqguir sMig idKwieAw jwhir ] (965-4, rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
With the Satguru, we are shown the Lord as evidently existent. 

 
BRAHMAND 

 
PUto AWfw Brm kw mnih BieE prgwsu ] (1002-15, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
The egg (cosmic world) of doubt has burst; within my mind 
the light of understanding has unfolded. 
Here the egg is a symbol of human life, earthly existence. 
The inside of the egg is bound, is in a closed world, 
unrealized, till the shell is broken. 
kwtI byrI pgh qy guir kInI bMid Klwsu ]1] (1002-15, 
mwrU, mÚ 5) 
The Guru has cut the shackles on my feet, and freed me 
from bondage. 
The Arabic khalas is used perhaps because it evokes the 
freedom won by a slave, slavery being an institution 
recognized in the Koran. The non-Muslim slave was the 
absolute property of his master. 
Awvx jwxu rihE ] (1002-16, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Guru Arjun Dev celebrates his release from the endless 
cycle of rebirth, says my coming and going is ended. 
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jb qy swDU sMgu BieAw qau Coif gey inghwr ] (1002-17, 
mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Ever since I joined the spiritual community of sadhus, 
those who kept an eye on me (Jumdoot’s spies) have 
departed. ijs kI Atk iqs qy CutI qau khw krY kotvwr ]2] 
(1002-17, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
By whom I had been arrested, I am now released. What can 
the Keeper of the Fort (kotwal) do now? (Death is 
powerless.) 
cUkw Bwrw krm kw hoey inhkrmw ] (1002-18, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
The weight of my karmas has been lifted and I am now 
without karma (causal consequences). 
The cessation of karma means the end of the effects of 
karmas. Karma is both action and reaction, the metaphysical 
equivalent of the principle: For every action there is an 
equal and opposite reaction. As it is said in the Bible 
(Galatians 6:7), ‘Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he 
also reap’. It is karma that binds the jiv to the wheel of birth 
and death. 
swgr qy kMFY cVy guir kIny Drmw ]3] (1002-18, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Says Guru Arjun Dev: I have crossed the sea (of maya) and 
climbed up the shore: what the Guru has done in my life 
upholds Dharma, the virtue of the righteous, the lawful way 
of living, and the wisdom enjoined by the scriptures. 

 
GURU’S SIGN 

 
gur kI swKI AMimRq bwxI pIvq hI prvwxu BieAw ] (360-9, 
Awsw, mÚ 1) 
The Guru’s testimony or sign is inscribed in the 
ambrosial utterance (Bani): drinking the nectar the 
aspirant becomes worthy and elect. 

 
What bani or holy text was Guru Nanak referring to when 
he wrote these lines? I believe he was speaking about the 
cup of nectar offered him by the Divine Guru in the 
revelation recorded in the Janam Sakhis, and the bani that 
was revealed to him, which he recorded in a pothi. 
 
Guru Nanak is speaking metaphorically of the mystical 
ambrosia from another realm, imbibed in the human realm 
by mystics, from the Word, from the primeaval utterance 
(Om in Hindu creationism), the Vani (in Sanskrit) that is 
revelational, the bij of all conditions of the human 
condition. 
dr drsn kw pRIqmu hovY mukiq bYkuMTY krY ikAw ]3] (360-
10, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
One who is a lover of the vision (darshan) of the threshold 
of the Lord’s abode, of what use is mukti to him 
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VAIKUNTHA 

 
The Sanskrit Vaikuntha is the name for the place of repose of 
Lord Vishnu, far above the highest heavens. In Hindu 
shastras Vaikuntha is the gathering place for those who have 
achieved release from worldly existence (moksha) through 
Lord Vishnu. 
And because this great Hindu god walks the earth there are 
Vishnu’s footsteps (Vishnupad, terrestrial gateways to the 
sacred and eternal) where temples have been built. Says 
Kabir, heaven is here on earth where the saints tread. 
Heaven is not a place apart. 

 
Guru Nanak says, the one who is a lover at the door of His 
Court, of what use to him is liberation in Vaikuntha, 
Paradise? Guru Nanak’s mystical averment, that in such a 
devotee is earth intimately connected with the heavens, finds 
echoes in the verses of Kabir. 
jb lgu min bYkuMT kI Aws ] (325-10, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
Kabir says, as long as one desires Baikunth (and one’s 
mind is swayed by the expectation of rewards in heaven, 
one does not humbly serve Him out of love) 
qb lgu hoie nhI crn invwsu ]3] (325-11, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
Till then one cannot dwell at the Lord’s feet. Purifying 
oneself of all thoughts of reward and all fears of 
punishment is needed, before one can enter and be 
sustained in the highest spiritual dimension. 
khu kbIr ieh khIAY kwih ] (325-11, gauVI, kbIr 
jI)  
Says Kabir, to who should I say this? How many will 
understand? 
He then utters the profound truth on which the sant tradition 
has come to rest and to imprint the minds of millions: 
devotional worship in a community of believers is a 
stimulus to faith, not solitariness in jungles or mountains. 
swDsMgiq bYkuMTY Awih ]4]10] (325-11, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
Those who come into the Saadh Sangat, the company of 
holy men, they have come into Vaikunth, concludes Kabir. 

 
MUKTI 

 
In the Indic religious traditions freedom from karma and 
rebirth through atma gyan is called mukti and constitutes the 
goal of life. However, the enlightened person gives up 
striving for mukti in favour of illumination which merges 
him in the Divine Essence (beyond attributes). 
Remembrance of His Names acquires auspiciousness, the 
sundering of illusory perceptions leads to the liberating 
second sight of the seer. 
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AMdru KolY idb idsit dyKY mukiq BMfwrw ] (3, 425-13) 
The light of enlightenment opens within and the 
illumination (atmagyan of Vedanta) reveals the storehouse 
of the treasures of mukti. 

 
The Sikh gurus accepted the goal of mukti, liberation 
from suffering, ignorance, bondage, and from the 
compulsion to rebirth, which is attainable through 
elimination of passions, true knowledge of reality and 
final union with God. 
mukiq nhI ibidAw ibigAwin ] (903-14, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
Mukti (salvation) lies not in study or knowledge. 

 
rwju n cwhau mukiq n cwhau min pRIiq crn kmlwry ] (534-4, 
dyvgMDwrI mhlw 5) 
Says Guru Arjun Dev, I do not seek a kingdom, I do not 
want mukti, I want love of the feet of God. Not power, not 
freedom, I seek love in my heart. 
To humbly worship the lowliest part of the Guru, his feet, is 
the highest aspiration of Guru Arjun Dev. Let the love for 
Him reign supreme in my heart, not the highest spiritual 
knowledge, not freedom from worldly existence, but love of 
His lotus feet. The Fifth Guru dismisses the possibility of 
heaven as a place of reward replacing it with the heaven that 
is the certainty of His Presence in His Hukam for each 
mortal. 
hukmy mukqI hukmy nrkw ] (1081-12, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
By His Hukam, deliverance, by His Hukam, damnation. 

 
The delight of the genuinely religious man lies not in any 
extraneous thoughts of rewards in heaven but in his 
faithfulness in love. The love of God transforms the lover, 
who then has eyes only for the beloved. As finite spirit the 
lover longs to be fused, commingled with the Divine, for the 
disappearance of the distinction between the two as subject 
and object. Dying he becomes immortal in love.  When this 
state of love is reached, it is perpetuated even after death. 
This is mukti. 

 
SEE NOTHING OUTSIDE HIM 

 
Around 500 BC, when the historical Buddha, Sakyamuni, 
became the ‘Enlightened One’, because it was said he had 
gained a full understanding of the nature and structure of 
reality (not based on revelation received from Brahman in 
the Upanishads), he did not testify to the existence of a 
Divine Creator as does Guru Arjun Dev in the lines below: 
bRhm mhys isD muin ieMdRw moih Twkur hI drswry ]1] (534-4, 
dyvgMDwrI mhlw 5) 
Brahma, Shiva, the Siddhas, the silent sages and Indra: in 
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all I contemplate only the One Lord. 
 

The Fourth Guru states: 
surg mukiq bYkuMT siB bWCih iniq Awsw Aws krIjY ] (1324-
2, kilAwn, mhlw 4) 
Human beings long for swarg, liberation and Vaikuntha. 
Daily they place their hopes in hope. 
hir drsn ky jn mukiq n mWgih imil drsn iqRpiq mnu DIjY 
]1] (1324-3, kilAwn, mhlw 4) 
However, the servants of Hari’s Presence, do not ask for 
mukti, His Blessed Vision being granted (haazar naazar) in 
the here and now, they rest satisfied and comforted. 
‘… there is a higher state than release from transmigration; 
that of being in God’s presence and service, which is a 
purely spiritual condition’ (Owen Cole). 

 
Kabir awaits the revelation in the midst of everyday life, 
His nature and His will: 
khu kbIr hir crx idKwvhu ] (329-15, gauVI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Says Kabir, reveal to me Hari’s lotus feet 
 
pwCY qy jmu ikau n pTwvhu ]3]32] (329-15, gauVI, Bgq 
kbIr jI) 
After that, you may send Jum (regent of Death) after me. 

 
Kabir is the greatest example, in the words of Charlotte 
Vaudeville, of the ‘heroic striving of the soul awakened by 
the ‘Satguru’s arrow’ to reach the ineffable bliss of Union, in 
that faraway ‘land’ beyond the impassable ‘Pass’, yet hidden 
in the depth of man’s own soul---‘the ecstasy of the secret, 
silent merging into the One, in which all duality is 
abolished...’ 

 
GOD’S SANCTUARY 

 
We pray to Nanak, says Guru Arjun Dev, we are in 
his keeping---he saves us from birth and death. 
Awvx jwx rhy suKu pwieAw ] (1156-9, BYrau, mhlw 5) 
When coming and going ends, joy is found. 
khu nwnk qqY qqu imlwieAw ]8]1]4] (1156-10, BYrau, mhlw 5) 
Says Nanak, man’s essence (tattwa) joins His Essence. 

 
Human consciousness conjoins with Absolute Consciousness. 
Coming into rebirth, those imbued with Naam and the mercy 
of the Creator---they shall not be reincarnated. 

 
The silencing of the mind’s activities leads to the realization 
of the intrinsic nature of the Supreme Person...Unity 
(completeness, wholeness) is the goal. 
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REALIZE THE ESSENCE 
 

AauDU shjy qqu bIcwir ] (1328-10, pRBwqI, mÚ 1) 
Guru Nanak addresses the avadhuta (one who has cast off 
the world: ascetic and jnani) in the state of sahaj 
contemplate the Essence. 
jw kY Aws nwhI inrws nwhI iciq suriq smJweI ](1328-
12, pRBwqI, mÚ 1) 
He who has not hope or hopelessness, and his chit (chetna, 
individual consciousness) is lead to super-consciousness, 
through surati, (the highest meditative faculty, which 
connects with supreme understanding). 
qMq kau prm qMqu imilAw nwnkw buiD pweI ]4]4] (1328-
13, pRBwqI, mÚ 1) 
His essence (tatwa) meets with the Supreme Essence, Nanak, 
he finds enlightenment. 
This union or identification is the merging of the individual 
soul (jiv) with the universal soul---the goal of religious 
mystics throughout the ages. 
 

jy ko nwau Drwey vfw swd kry min Bwxy ] (360-16,Awsw,mhlw 1)  

One who depends on a great (title) name for himself, and 
savours (adds relish to) the inclinations of his mind 
KsmY ndrI kIVw AwvY jyqy cugY dwxy ] (360-16, Awsw, mhlw 1) 
In the eyes of the Lord he is but a mere ant, for all the 
grains that he eats. 
mir mir jIvY qw ikCu pwey nwnk nwmu vKwxy ]3]5]39] (360-
17, Awsw, mhlw 1) 
Only if he dies while living and bears witness to the 
Name, does he receive something, says Nanak. 

 
UNIVERSAL DIVINE 

The blessed obtain direct experience of a spiritual unity 
underlying the apparent diversity of independent 
consciousness. In the perfected state of Unity illumined 
understanding is received from the Immanent Guru, 
often symbolized by poets and mystics as Light. 
 
God prevails in all yet is detached (nirara), in the sense that 
He is the only One who has existence that is self-derived. He 
is nirlep Hari, the Immaculate Lord (Niranjan, without black 
collyrium). In ever changing, unique, unprecedented 
intuitions, transcending sensory and intellectual 
consciousness, God is known as the One without Whom there 
can be no existence. 

 
The True Guru sounds the shabda, which is beyond the ken 
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of the worldly pandits and adepts. 
vwdu pVY rwgI jgu BIjY ] (905-6, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
The learned read (religious arguments) singers of hymns 
(raagis) drench the world with emotions. 
qRY gux ibiKAw jnim mrIjY ] (905-7, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
The three constituent modes (gunas) are the poison that kills 
life. Rajas, tamas, sattva gunas exist, therefore exists birth 
and dying, says Guru Nanak. 

 
qU scw swihbu scu hY scu scw gosweI ] (301-2, gauVI kI 
vwr, mhlw 4) 
Guru Ram Das supplicates before the True Lord, You 
are Truth, the Truest of the True Gosain (yogic title, 
Master). 
Guru Ram Das says, He is Truth manifested as True 
Lordship, dwelling on which, all are reminded of their 
lowliness and acknowledging His sovereignty, worship Him. 
qyrI isPiq suAwilau srUp hY ijin kIqI iqsu pwir lGweI ] (301-
3, gauVI kI vwr, mhlw 4) 
Your praise (ustati) is your beautiful swarup (form) only. 
You carry across those who praise you. 
When men glorify God and His creation, it is God acting in 
them; the ordinary man will attribute his actions to himself 
but the devotee sees the hand of God in all things. Thus he 
experiences illumination through God’s praise and salvation.  

 
Providence in the fall of a sparrow corresponds to God’s 
emanation, effulgence, towards His creatures. The Divine 
(Beauteous) Swarup is manifested (in divine attributes), and 
when man extols, pays obeisance to it, he crosses over, is 
saved from drowning. The pwir lGweI is the crossing over to 
a mystic state (not heaven), in the sense of swimming across 
(not drowning). 
gurmuKw no Plu pwiedw sic nwim smweI ] (301-3, gauVI kI 
vwr, mhlw 4) 
Such voyagers (Gurmukhs, whose faces are turned 
towards God) receive the fruit of their illumined state and 
come to subsist in the True Name. 
vfy myry swihbw vfI qyrI vifAweI ]1] (301-4, gauVI kI 
vwr, mhlw 4) 
O my Great Lord and Master, great is Your praise (of Your 
qualities by means of which the slave becomes like the 
master). Thus, great is the contemplation of the Divine 
Essence that leads to His extolment, which brings union, the 
highest stage in which the mystic sees God face to face, 
without delusion and other veils of ignorance, confusion or 
obfuscation. 

 
Guru Arjun Dev’s mystical utterances identify God with 
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this nirgun reality. To find Him, though He be divested of 
all attributes, is the supreme goal of the saint. His 
boundlessness cannot be grasped, His condition cannot be 
known: 
vrnu jwiq ichnu nhI koeI sB hukmy isRsit aupwiedw ]1] 
(1075- 13, mwrU solhy, mhlw 5) 
He is not of the four varnas or castes (brahmin, kshatriya, 
vaish, sood) hence He is not in favour of some creatures 
and not of others. No race, social class, and mark of 
identity attaches to the Lord, says Guru Arjun Dev (who 
mentored Prince Dara Shikoh to establish equity and a 
commonwealth of faiths in Jahangir’s empire). The Lord 
ideated the entire universe and creation came into being at 
His command. 

 
On knowing the true nature of the Divine Being, the Gurmukh 
learns to exercise subsistence in Him. This is a station of 
knowledge in which the aspirant finds himself relinquished of 
belief in his own strength and will power, and recognizes that 
his acts are in reality the acts of the Divine; and that the state 
of ecstasy or awe, or bodily trembling or total immobility, 
that has been induced in him by the divine influx, is the 
Divine’s Reza for him. The belief similar to the Sufi belief in 
the concept of ecstatic love (the fervent extolling of God’s 
blessings that obliterates the differentiation between the lover, 
the beloved and love itself) is expressed in the above verse. 

 
scu imilAw iqn soPIAw rwKx kau drvwru ]1] (15-18, 
isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
Such Sufis receive truth, and the protection of His Durbar. 

 
 
 

7 
 

COMPARATIVE VIEWS IN 
HINDUISM, ISLAM 

AND SIKHISM 
 

This chapter is a comparative study of the views on death in 
the verses of Sikh, Hindu and Muslim mystics, saints and 
gurus in the Granth Sahib. It touches upon the cardinal 
differences in Sikh and Hindu funeral rites, community 
observances and doctrines of death, and acknowledges the 
influence of the Vedas, the Nath cult, the sants of the Bhakti 
movement, Sufism and other spiritual traditions of the Indian 
sub-continent on Sikhism. 
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The Granth Sahib, on almost every page, transforms the 
most terrifying, revolting, inexplicable experience known to 
mankind, death, into a promise of release, a covenant of 
God’s provenance, a unity with Him, a birth rather than a 
termination---in mystical verses, using symbolism and 
metaphor. The death of the world in the individual, before 
the death of the individual in the world, is his salvation. 

 
The Granth Sahib enlightens mankind with novel flowers 
from seed ideas of the Indian religious tradition, stretching 
back several thousand years. The love of ‘death’ (in the 
sense of dying to one’s perceived self) and the pursuit of 
asceticism as an ideal to the point of death are common to all 
religions of the sub-continent. However, cardinal differences 
are also discussed with a view to highlighting the 
contribution of Sikh doctrine and way of life. 

 
The love of the Divine and the consequent withdrawal from 
the world to the point of annihilation or ‘death’ before dying-
-- brings men face to face with ultimate Truth. The 
contribution of Sikh scripture to the idea that the death of 
spiritual life in an individual is to be feared more than 
physical death, is also discussed for the benefit of all. 

 
GURU IS GOBIND 

 
It is commonly acknowledged that the importance given to 
the Guru in Sikhism is unrivalled in the Indian tradition. 
Sikhism has given a station to the Guru equal to the Divine. 
nwnk soDy isMimRiq byd ] (1142-8, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Nanak has studied the Smritis (most ancient of Hindu 
scriptures, authored by Rishis and seers) and the Vedas (a 
vast body of ancient Hindu sacred knowledge, originally 
transmitted orally through sacred sound known as mantras). 
pwrbRhm gur nwhI Byd ]4]11]24] (1142-8, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
There is no difference between the Supreme Lord God and 
the Guru. 
Guru Nanak states the human guru is divine-like in his 
efforts to raise human beings from their low, animal-like 
existence:  
ibnu gur qqu n pweIAY AlKu vsY sB mwih ] (1093-1, mwrU,  
mÚ 1) 

Without the Guru, the Essence, as distinguished from the 
Attributes, discernible by adepts, is not found: the Unseen 
Lord dwells in all. 

 
And this is true also of the guru in Islam, the pir: 
AgY gey n mMnIAin mwir kFhu vypIr ]4]1](595-9,soriT, mÚ 1)  
In the Hereafter the testimony of those who do not follow a 
pir goes unheard and they are beaten and expelled. The 
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reference here is to the Islamic belief that the virtuous have a 
Home in the Hereafter, similarly, the House of Shiva: 
gurmuiK jIA pRwn aupjih gurmuiK isv Gir jweIAY ](1329-
3, pRBwqI, m 1) 
The life-breath of jivs (the prana) wells up in the 
Gurmukh, the Gurmukh goes to the House of Shiva. (Jiv 
is individual life Shiva universal supreme soul.) 

 
gurmuiK nwnk sic smweIAY gurmuiK inj pdu pweIAY ]4]6] 
(1329- 4, pRBwqI, mÚ 1) 
The Gurmukh, says Nanak, merges in Truth and attains 
the exalted station (oneness with the True One). 

 
gurmuiK jgu jIqw jmkwlu mwir ibdwir](946-11, rwmklI, mÚ 1)  
The Gurmukh triumphs over the world, beats Jum (Raja of 
Kaal) and tears him apart. 
gurmuiK drgh n AwvY hwir ] (946-11, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
The Gurmukh does not come defeated to His Dargah. 

 
 
 
TRUE DEVOTION 

 
Guru Nanak exposes the hiatus between the outer signs of the 
two major religions of his time, and the inner signs of 
spiritual awakening and development, one of which is 
mindfulness of death. The outer life and public religiosity 
scarcely expresses the truth of death. In remembering the 
certainty of death one is dissociating from worldly life and 
morality, and false devotion.  
ijnI clxu shI jwixAw siqguru syvih nwmu smwly ] (584-3, 
vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
Those who know the truth of death (departure from an 
impermanent world) they serve Satguru and cherish the 
Name. 
Spiritual awakening means seeking and loving god even to 
the point of annihilation---to win the baji (this life’s round) 
and avert defeat. The prize: ultimate truth in Death, 
becoming one with God (Truth). To die in this world so as to 
never have to return, because one has escaped the endless 
cause of rebirth, is to have found God. 

 
The importance of the Guru in Sikhism arose from the 
indispensability of the Sikh Gurus, from Guru Nanak 
onwards, in helping seekers to find the path to Truth, not by 
good works but by obedience to God’s rajai. 
Guru Nanak asks in his seminal Japji Sahib: 
ikv sicAwrw hoeIAY ikv kUVY qutY pwil ] (1-6, jpu, mÚ 1) 
How can one become truthful? How can the veil of 
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falsehood be rent? 
hukim rjweI clxw nwnk iliKAw nwil ]1] (1-7, jpu, mÚ 1) 
Nanak, one should acquiesce in His Hukam (Decree) and 
walk in the Way, as has been willed for one. 

 
As Shaykh Abu Sa’id is reported to have said: ‘That man is a 
Sufi who is satisfied with whatsoever God does or God will 
be satisfied with whatsoever he does.’ 

 
Hukam at one level is the law, but at a higher level it is 
divine order, which is defined as ‘an all-embracing principle, 
the sum total of all divinely instituted laws; and it is a 
revelation of the nature of God.’ (WH McLeod in Guru 
Nanak and Sikh Religion) 

 
According to Guru Amar Das, to discern His Hukam is not 
to ‘know’ in the ordinary sense. 
ikAw jwxw ikv mrhgy kYsw mrxw hoie ](555-4, ibhwgVw, 
mhlw 3)  
What do I know how I will die? What sort of death it will be?  
 
jy kir swihbu mnhu n vIsrY qw sihlw mrxw hoie ] (555-5, 
ibhwgVw, mhlw 3) 
If the Lord is not parted from my heart, then my dying will 
be profitable. 
mrxY qy jgqu frY jIivAw loVY sBu koie ](555-5,ibhwgVw,mhlw 3) 
The world is afraid of death, everyone longs to live 
gur prswdI jIvqu mrY hukmY bUJY soie ] (555-6,ibhwgVw,mhlw 3)  
But if by Guru's favour one dies whilst alive, one has understood the 
Lord's Hukam. 
One grasps His Will (at the level of realization, not mere 
intellectual grasp) and rejoices in it. One is no longer 
ignorant, one corrects oneself, one removes natural doubt 
about the supernatural, one dies to one’s desires, hopes, and 
pride. If life is to be lived as though dead, then life is death 
and all of Sri Guru Granth Sahib is about death. 

 
SHUNYA 

 
nwnk AYsI mrnI jo mrY qw sd jIvxu hoie ]2] (555-6, 
ibhwgVw, mhlw 3) 
Nanak, one who dies such a death, lives forever. 
(A hadith of the Prophet Muhammad says: ‘Die before you 
die,’ annihilating the sense of self, allowing it to be 
consumed by the Light of God to become one with it.) Kabir 
advocates the same but says Heaven is not the reward---it is 
the Void, the experiential reality of Emptiness (shunya, in 
Buddhism): 
jIvq mrY mrY Puin jIvY AYsy suMin smwieAw ] (332-16, gauVI, 
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kbIr jI) 
One who dies while yet alive will live after death---merged 
in sunya (the non-being also associated with Brahman of 
Vedanta). 

 
Guru Nanak speaks of sunya as the station of the 
detached mind, when it is devoid of polarities: 
Anidnu rwqw mnu bYrwgI suMn mMfil Gru pwieAw ] (436-14, 
Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Night and day, my detached mind (unaffected by the 
outer world) has found the world of sunya within 
Awid purKu AprMpru ipAwrw siqguir AlKu lKwieAw ](436-14, 
Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Satguru has revealed the concealed Primal Purukha, the 
Boundless, Beloved Lord. 

 
Guru Nanak addresses both the yogi and the sufi: 
muMdw sMqoKu srmu pqu JolI iDAwn kI krih ibBUiq ](6-16, jpu,mÚ 1) 

Make contentment your ear-rings, humility your begging 
bowl and meditation your vibhuti (ashes given as a blessing 
from a fire yogis light and never allow to die down). 
Hindu mendicants smear their bodies with ashes in 
self- abasement. 

 
To the Sufi, whose belongings were a staff, prayer carpet 
and coarse woollen robe (kafni) of suf, Guru Nanak says: 
iKMQw kwlu kuAwrI kwieAw jugiq fMfw prqIiq ] (6-16, jpu, mÚ 1) 
Let cognizance of death (kaal) be your patched coat (the 
Sufi’s khintha), know that your body is a mere morsel for 
death, and let the means by which you devise your faith and 
trust in Him be your walking stick. 

 
Guru Nanak says of Hindu as well as Muslim holy men: 
jw quDu Bwvih qw krih ibBUqw isM|I nwdu vjwvih ] (145-1, 
mwJ, mÚ 1) 
When it pleases You, they smear their bodies with ashes and 
blow the horn and the conch shell. (Ashes from burnt cow-
dung were believed to protect from evil spirits.) 
jw quDu BwvY qw pVih kqybw mulw syK khwvih ](145-1, mwJ,mÚ 1)  
When it pleases You, they read the Islamic scriptures, and are 
acclaimed as mullahs and shaykhs. 
jw quDu BwvY qw hovih rwjy rs ks bhuqu kmwvih ] (145-2, mwJ, 
mÚ 1) 
When it pleases You, they become kings and enjoy all sorts 
of tastes and pleasures. 
jw quDu BwvY qyg vgwvih isr muMfI kit jwvih ] (145-2, mwJ, 
mÚ 1) 
When it pleases You, they wield the sword and cut off the 
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heads of enemies. 
 

gur goivMdu guoivMdu gurU hY nwnk Bydu n BweI ]4]1]8] (442-
18, Awsw, mÚ 4) 
The Guru is Govind (God) and Govind is the Guru, 
Nanak, there is no differentiation between the two. 
 
The Tenth Guru, Guru Gobind Singh, extended Guru 
Nanak’s mystical concept of guruship to the extent that he 
installed the revelation (Bani) as the Guru to succeed him, 
for ‘an important characteristic of the teaching of the Sikh 
Gurus is their emphasis upon the message, the Bani. It is this 
stress which made possible the transfer of Guruship to the 
scripture.’ (Sher Singh, Philosophy of Sikhism (Amritsar: 
Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee) 

 
There is a difference here between Sikh revelation, which is 
successive, but only up to Shri Guru Granth Sahib, whereas 
in Islam, one of the Pillars of the Faith is the belief that 
Muhammad was the last prophet and there can be no other 
Messenger of God after him. 

 
The Guru is a sikh (disciple) and the Sikh is the Guru: this is 
the teaching of the One Guru (God), a teaching (ape gur 
chela) Guru Gobind Singh fructified in the tenets of the 
Khalsa when he, the Guru, partook of amrit (was baptised 
into the Panth or brotherhood), in the anointing by his chelas 
(followers). 

 
Guru Nanak’s successor, Guru Angad, was not only chosen 
by him, he was also imbued with Guru Nanak’s divine spirit, 
as were all nine successors of Guru Nanak. The Tenth Guru, 
Guru Gobind Singh, through the sacrament of blood (for 
Christians the crucifixion of Christ, that is, the blood of the 
Lamb of God, signifying atonement) imbued the sacred 
scripture and the panth (community of the Guru’s followers), 
with the divine spirit and appointed Sri Guru Granth Sahib as 
the Sikh’s eternal Guru. The Sikhs believe the Bani and 
gurmat (the Guru’s doctrine, advice) is a direct revelation 
from God to the ten Gurus. God is the original Guru. 

 
MYSTICAL INFLUX 

 
The exaltation of the Guru, as manifesting the Supreme 
Reality, explains the silence of the Siddhas and Nath-Panthis, 
Kabir and the Sant poets, on their human gurus, whereas the 
Sufis of the period did not hesitate to record their pirs or trace 
their lineage to one. Kabir and Guru Nanak, however, held all 
true saints to be their Guru. The role of the human guru was 
to manifest the divine Satguru (the True Guru), in the divine 
Sabda (Shabad). 
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sgly krm Drm suic sMjm jp qp qIrQ sbid vsy ](1332-8, 
pRBwqI, mÚ 1) 
All good deeds, dharmic observances, purification, self- 
discipline, chanting, intense meditation, pilgrimage, dwell 
in the Shabad. 
nwnk siqgur imlY imlwieAw dUK prwCq kwl nsy ]4]16] 
(1332- 9, pRBwqI, mÚ 1) 
Nanak, when Satguru is found and one is united with Him, 
then sadness is defeated (overcome) and Kaal flees. 

 
siq purKu siqguru prmysru ijsu Bytq pwir prwiexw]5](1078-
4, mwrU, mÚ5) 
The True Purukha, Satguru, Parmeshwara (Primal Being), 
on meeting whom one is put on the other side. 
Through mystical death, the Gurmukh leaves behind this 
world---the crossing over, like physical dying, is a 
departure from a ‘drowning world.’ 

 
SYMBOLISM OF UNITY 

 
What are the symbols of the relationship, the unity between 
the macrocosm and the microcosm? They are the cosmos and 
the human body itself---capable, in the human consciousness, 
of symbolically representing, and further representing beyond 
symbols, unfolding mysteries. Kabir overwhelmed with 
wonder at the mystical divine influx, symbolically revealing 
this relationship: 
Acrj eyku sunhu ry pMfIAw Ab ikCu khnu n jweI ] (92-14, 
sRIrwgu, kbIr jIau) 
Listen, O pandit, to this wonder, one can hardly speak of 
it now. 
suir nr gx gMDRb ijin mohy iqRBvx myKulI lweI ]1] (92-14, 
sRIrwgu, kbIr jIau) 
He who has attracted the gods and human and celestial 
singers and musicians (the Gandharvas, the mythical 
community of angelic musicians who dwell between the 
heavens and earth), has strung the three worlds upon His 
mekhuli (rope, girdle), and brought all into musical accord. 
Gandharva music is said to have been ideated by the 
Creator and recreated and performed by saints aspiring to 
reach Him.  
rwjw rwm Anhd ikMgurI bwjY ] (92-15, sRIrwgu, kbIr jIau) 
Raja Ram plays the un-struck music in the anahata (in 
Naad Yoga the heart chakra in which sounds the mystical 
Naad Brahman), the kingari (the one-stringed veena of 
yogis), the wondrous melody, of celestial bliss. 
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jw kI idsit nwd ilv lwgY ]1] rhwau ] (92-15, sRIrwgu, 
kbIr jIau) 
By the vision (drishti, sight) of Him the devotee is mystically 
merged, in perfect one-pointed contemplation of Brahm 
Naad. Naad is the mystic sound, resounding from the primal 
sound or first vibration, Ik Oankar, from which all creation 
has sprung. 

 
EAMkwir auqpwqI ] (1003-17, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
The One Universal Lord is the Creator, says Guru Arjun 
Dev. Oankar is equivalent to the mystical syllable Om 
which represents in classical Sanskrit the mystical, sonic 
essence of the cosmos. 
kIAw idnsu sB rwqI ] (1003-17, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
He made all the days and the nights 
eyk kvwvY qy siB hoAw ]1] (1003-18, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Countries, continents, the three realms and all the worlds 
have all come from the One (His Word, in Hindu philosophy 
Shabda Brahman, the first manifestation of the Un-
Manifested). 

 
BwTI ggnu isMi|Aw Aru cuMi|Aw knk kls ieku pwieAw ] (92-
16, sRIrwgu, kbIr jIau) 
The furnace of the Tenth Gate, the channels Ida and 
Pingala, lead to one golden vat (kalash) in the indwelling 
temple. 

 
In Shakti Yoga, channels (nadis) conduct the flow of energy 
through the chakras and the two mentioned by Kabir, the left 
and right channels (Ida and Pingala, entwining the central 
channel), carry energy unimpeded in the enlightened 
individual upward through the crown of the head (the crown 
chakra) described by Kabir as a furnace, where life force is 
transmuted into divine energy (pure gold). 
Kabir, employing the mystical symbolism of Shakti Yoga, 
says the body incarnates the energy seeking unimpeded flow 
through the chakras, to find fulfilment when merged with the 
Divine Presence. The chakras are symbolic hubs through 
which energy flows and becomes transmuted into precious 
(gold) realizations. 
 
iqsu mih Dwr cuAY Aiq inrml rs mih rsn cuAwieAw ]2] 
(92- 16, sRIrwgu, kbIr jIau) 
Into that vat, there trickles a stream of the purest essence of 
all distilled essences. 
eyk ju bwq AnUp bnI hY pvn ipAwlw swijAw ] (92-17, 
sRIrwgu, kbIr jIau) 
(To receive and hold this) a thing incomparable has been 
fashioned---a cup (kalash of finite existence) out of breath. 
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Aaur dunI sB Brim BulwnI mnu rwm rswien mwqw ]4]3] (92-
19, sRIrwgu, kbIr jIau) 
The rest of the world has been misled into disbelief---my 
heart is intoxicated with the elixir of the Lord. 
Kabir is exhilarated by the Lord’s wonderful fashioning of 
the human body as a cup receiving enlightenment. These 
verses bring together all essentials of the mystical body (the 
vehicle of transmutation) and the miraculous influx into it of 
the non- human, enabled through yogic practices that merge 
the body’s movement and energy with the ultimate source of 
all energies. 

 
WINE SYMBOLISM 

 
Sufi beliefs, converging with the mystical traditions of the 
Siddhas and yogis (also referred to as jogis), gave rise to the 
syncretic Bhakti movement. One poetic outcome of this was 
the use of the symbol of wine. Mardana, in the Granth 
Sahib, talks of two types of wine: gurmukhta, munmukhta, 
of which the first is allowed (overturning the Islamic 
interdiction against liquor, for rhetorical effect). 
kwieAw lwhix Awpu mdu mjls iqRsnw Dwqu ] (553-5, ibhwgVw, 
mrdwnw) 
The body is the vat (distillery), self-pride the wine, cravings 
and sensuality the gathering (place) where you drink away. 
mnsw ktorI kUiV BrI pIlwey jmkwlu ] (553-5, ibhwgVw, 
mrdwnw) 

Desire (vasna: a tendency created in a person by the doing 
of an action or its enjoyment, which induces the person to 
repeat the action or to seek a repetition of the enjoyment) is 
the cup filled with deception and the Lord of Death makes 
you drink it. You do not drink wine for the sake of God! 

 
Triumph over death defines the Gurmukh, the Munmukh 
is deluded and under the shadow of death. 
kvnu joDu jo kwlu sMGwrY ] (-10, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
Who is the warrior who destroys Death? The Siddhas 
ask Nanak in their Goshti. 
gurmuiK jgu jIqw jmkwlu mwir ibdwir ] (946-11, rwmklI,  
mÚ 1)  
Guru Nanak replies, the Gurmukh triumphs over the world, 
he tears apart the Lord of Death. 

 
These lines are reminiscent of Christ’s saying in the 
Bible, Matthew 10:34: ‘I did not come to bring peace, but 
a sword’ and Lord Krishna’s exhortation to Arjuna, in the 
Bhagwad Gita, to wage war (without attachment to the 
outcome or consequences). 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sufi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bhakti
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sbdy kwlu mwir scu auir Dwir iPir Awvx jwxu n hoieAw ] (584-
4, vfhMsu, mÚ 3) 
Says Guru Amar Das, kill Kaal with the Shabda, enshrine 
truth in your heart, then you will not be reborn to die again 
and again. 

 
DEATH DEFINES REALITY 

 
Death is a defining reality in the Granth Sahib. Men are 
defined by the state in which they are born and die: 
duK ivic jMmY duiK mrY 

 
mnmuKu duK kw Kyqu hY duKu bIjy duKu Kwie ] (947-6, rwmklI,  
mÚ 3)  
The self-willed Munmukh is the field of sorrow. He plants 
sorrow and eats (reaps) sorrow, says Guru Nanak. 
mnmuiK BUlY jm kI kwix ] (941-2, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
The manmukh forgets his existence is under the shadow 
of death. 
jm dir bwDy koie n rwKY ] (944-4, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
No one can save the one who is bound at Death's door. 

ibnu sbdY nwhI piq swKY ] (944-4, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
 
Without the Shabad, man has no honor (no one will testify 
to it). 

 
mIr mlk aumry PwnwieAw eyk mukwm Kudwie drw ]8] (1084-4, 
mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Kings, rulers and nobles are mortal (can experience 
annihilation, fana): the only (muqaam) permanent station is 
at God's Gate. 
There are many stages in the Sufi’s path to unity with God 
(Khudai): God’s threshold is the one permanent station 
(toward which the seeker should journey). 

 
koeI bolY rwm rwm koeI Kudwie ] (885-8, rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
Some call Him, 'Ram, Ram', and some call Him, 'Khudai', 
says Guru Arjun Dev. Muslims call God ‘Khuda’ and 
Hindus ‘Ram’. 

 
jogI gorKu gorKu krY ] (1160-4, BYrau, Bgq kbIr jI) 
The Yogi calls out, ‘Gorakh, Gorakh’, says Bhagat Kabir. 
ihMdU rwm nwmu aucrY ] (1160-4, BYrau, Bgq kbIr jI) 
The Hindu utters the Name of Ram. 
muslmwn kw eyku Kudwie ] (1160-5, BYrau, Bgq kbIr jI) 
The Mussalman has One God (Khuda). 

 
In Kabir’s time, ‘Ram’ was already a common way of 
referring to the Supreme Divinity of the Hindus, without 
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reference to the hero Ramchandra of Hindu mythology, the 
divinized Ram of the epic Ramayana, worshipped as an 
avatar of god Vishnu. 

 
byd purwn isMimRiq sB Kojy khU n aUbrnw ] (477-2, Awsw, 
Bgq kbIr jI) 
I searched the Vedas, Puranas and Simritis, all, but 
found salvation nowhere. 
khu kbIr ieau rwmih jMpau myit jnm mrnw ]4]5] (477-3, 
Awsw, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Says Kabir, I will chant the Name of Lord Ram in this way 
that birth and death are eliminated. 
 
IMPORTANT INFLUENCES 

 
Detach from speculation and cold intellect, experience Truth 
directly, says Guru Nanak to the devout. The ancient Hindu 
mind, with its six principal systems of philosophy and 
eighty- four Siddhas, was yet very aware of the limitations 
of human intellect. From the beginning the Sikh Gurus too 
detached their teachings from conceptual knowledge and 
philosophical speculation---leaning toward direct, 
enlightened intuition, as a way of seeing spiritual reality. 
‘Intuitive perception, discriminating rationality’ was the 
key. Sin arose upon the individual’s deficient understanding 
of the revealed Will of God. 

 
Scholars claim several Sikh beliefs are an influence of 
Islam: the monotheistic belief in God, the brotherhood and 
equality of believers, primacy of prayer, daswandh or 
tithing, langar (free kitchen for the poor), pangat (eating 
together, as a repudiation of upper-caste supremacy), direct 
supplication of God without the intercession of priests, 
martyrdom (shahidi) in obedience to the Law. The Sufi’s 
love of the Divine as rapture, the goal of all his mystical 
exercises, (fana: the annihilation of the identity of the mystic 
so that it is subsumed by the identity of God) and his 
obedience to the Prophet’s call (die, before you die), are said 
to be other influences. 

 
I believe Guru Nanak has inspired Sikhs beyond the 
recounting of the inspiration the two dominant religions of 
his time have had upon nascent Sikhi; Guru Nanak has led 
Sikhs to God and for the numbers who may have never made 
it, Guru Nanak has himself sufficed, in all truth and religious 
inspiration. 

 
He initiated a religion that transcended both Hindu and 
Muslim beliefs and practices to the extent that it taught that 
it was an act of God, and was a witness to God’s Holy Writ, 
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that truth be enduring and ever-renewed. And the newness 
of truth at every moment is fundamental truth. With that 
kind of focus Sikhs saw all faiths, small or monolithic, as 
advancing truth. Their Ten Gurus taught them to reject 
untruths not religions. 
pUry gur qy swcu kmwvY giq imiq sbdy pweI ]22](940- 
10,rwmklI,mhlw 1) 
From the Perfect Guru they obtain the Truth, through the 
Word His station and strength is found. 

 
‘In keeping with Hinduism’s sanatana dharma (eternal 
truth), the revelation that was imparted to Nanak affirms the 
ultimacy of a supreme and formless God who is beyond 
human conceiving. In keeping with the Islamic revelation, 
however, it rejects the doctrine of avatar …’ (Huston 
Smith), caste distinctions, graven images as aids to worship, 
and the sanctity of the Vedas. 

 
byd kqybI Bydu n jwqw ] (1021-16, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
People of the Vedas (here a general term for books of sacred 
knowledge of the Hindus) and the Books (the Koran and 
Bible) do not know that God is unrevealed, says Guru 
Nanak. 
nw iqsu mwq ipqw suq BRwqw ] (1021-16, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
He has no mother, father, son or brother 
sgly sYl aupwie smwey AlKu n lKxw jweI hy ]6] (1021-17, 
mwrU, mÚ 1) 
All the mountains He has created and levelled again (such is 
his power) but the Unseen Lord will not be espied on earth. 

 
Guru Arjun Dev denies the descent of God as Shyam: 
n sMKM n ck®M n gdw n isAwmM ] (1359-6, shsik®qI, mhlw 5) 
No conch-shell, no chakra, no mace, no dark skin 
Asçrj rUpM rhMq jnmM ] (1359-6, shsik®qI, mhlw 5) 
Of amazing mysterious form, God yet remains unborn 
(un- manifest). 
nyq nyq kQMiq bydw ] (1359-7, shsik®qI, mhlw 5) 
The Vedas teach ‘not this, not this’. 
 
In the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad both Brahman and the 
individual atman are described as ‘not this, not this,’ by 
which the seeker is taught that when every name, form, or 
quality is negated, what remains is what we are after: Being 
Itself. The profound discernment which led the Buddha to 
progressively negate all names and forms (Neti-neti) in 
order to arrive at the enduring underlying Truth falls short 
of the Sikh assertion that the Infinite God is unknowable---
because he is infinite. 
In the Sikh tradition, direct and indirect references to Islam 
do appear, and enrich significant elements of it. Western 
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scholars have researched Sikhism as a product of a 
conscious attempt to reconcile divergent Hindu and Muslim 
beliefs but it would be difficult to find a Sikh who would 
say that he feels he is practising a bit of this and a bit of that 
of the two great religions, or that his community is now 
spread all over the world because it is inspired by the 
theological compromises reached between Hinduism and 
Islam. Doesn’t feel like that, to any Sikh! 

 
koeI pVY byd koeI kqyb ] (885-10, rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
Some read the Veda, and some the Koran. 
koeI EFY nIl koeI supyd ]3] (885-10, rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
Some wear blue, and some wear white. ||3|| 
koeI khY qurku koeI khY ihMdU ] (885-10, rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
Some call themselves Turk, and some call themselves 
Hindu. koeI bwCY iBsqu koeI surigMdU ]4] (885-11, rwmklI, 
mÚ 5)  
Some yearn for Paradise (Bhisht) and others for the Heaven 
of Indra (Surgindu). 

 
But, says Guru Nanak: 
Qwvw nwv n jwxIAih nwvw kyvfu nwau](53-15, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1)  
His Place and His Name are not known; of all the names 
how great is His Name is unknown. 
 
ijQY vsY myrw pwiqswhu so kyvfu hY Qwau ] (53-15, isrIrwgu,  
mÚ 1) 
How great is His Place, where my Badshah dwells? 
AMbiV koie n skeI hau iks no puCix jwau ]5] (53-16, 
isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
No one can reach it, whom shall I go and ask? 

 
khu nwnk ijin hukmu pCwqw ] (885-11, rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
Says Nanak, one who recognizes and believes the Hukam 
(His enduring decree) 
pRB swihb kw iqin Bydu jwqw ]5]9] (885-11, rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
Such a one has divined the mystery of the Lord. 
 
bydu vpwrI igAwnu rwis krmI plY hoie ] (1244-1, swrMg, mÚ 1) 
The scriptures (ved) are the merchants, spiritual (as opposed to 
conceptual) knowledge is the capital obtained by karmas. 
 
The Hindu Vedas, a vast body of mystical verses or 
mantras (sacred sounds), was an oral tradition refined by 
priests and initiates over millennia. Access to mantras was 
denied by the strictest transmission from one generation of 
the initiated to the next in order to preserve with ‘ritual 
exactitude’ the purity of the tradition of sonic mysticism. 
 
Shabda yoga (the discipline of sacred sound) could 
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transform human consciousness and align it with the 
emanations of  
divine power: 
jog sbdM igAwn sbdM byd sbdM q bRwhmxh](1353-11, 
shsik®qI, mhlw 1) 

Guru Nanak says the Shabad is yog, the Shabad is 
knowledge of dharma, the Shabad is the ved (spiritual 
wisdom, different for the brahmin, the kshatriya and the 
sudra), the Shabad is Brahmana (the formless, attribute-less, 
Nirguna Absolute, perceived in the purest and highest state 
of contemplation as an emanation from God). 

 
But Guru Nanak says: 
srb sbdM q eyk sbdM jy ko jwnis Byau ] (1353-12, 
shsik®qI, mhlw 1) 
All the Shabads arise from the One Shabad (Word of God in 
Christianity). The one who understands spiritual mysteries 
(the gnostic) knows. 

 
Sikhs believe in the One God (Ik Oankar), described as Ajuni 
(His creation being impossible as He is already infinite). 
Hindus believe in the descent of a deity in bodily form, as an 
avatar, to perform the task of creation and as another avatar, 
to perform the task of destruction. 
auqpiq prlau sbdy hovY ] (117-8, mwJ, mÚ 3) 
Creation and dissolution occur through the Shabad, says 
Guru Amar Das. 

 
In the Granth Sahib there is no theory of the origin of all 
creation, as in the Indian and Semitic traditions. 
Cosmological imagery, however, is a recurring and 
remarkable feature of its mystical verses. 
 
ONENESS OF FAITH 
 
The Sikh perspective is that in essence Hindus and Muslims 
are one, despite the obvious differences in their religious 
practices.  
ijau sUrju ikrix rivAw srb TweI sB Git Git rwmu rvIjY ] 
(1326-2, kilAwn, mÚ 4) 
As the rays of the sun spread out everywhere, the Lord 
when remembered is in each and every heart. 

 
Both Hindus and Muslims are criticised for hypocrisy and the 
gap between ‘form’ and ‘substance’ in their faith and practice. 
Kabir too is radical in his criticism of the gap between the 
show of religiosity and its essence in purity. With regard to 
contemplation of death and the Hereafter, he addresses the 
unlearned and lowly thus: 
clu ry bYkuMT quJih ly qwrau ] (329-11, gauVI, Bgq kbIr jI)  
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Come! Let me take you on a ride across to Baikunth (save 
you).  
ihcih q pRym kY cwbuk mwrau ]2] (329-11, gauVI, Bgq kbIr 
jI)  
If you hesitate I will strike you with the whip of love. 
Kabir’s love will spur the humble and unlearned. 
khq kbIr Bly Asvwrw ] byd kqyb qy rhih inrwrw 
]3]31] (329-12, gauVI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Says Kabir, you are a good rider! Remain innocent, unspoiled 
by the holy books, the Veda, the Koran and Bible! 

 
Since many were forbidden to take part in ceremonial temple 
activities or pray alongside the upper castes in designated 
temples, Guru Nanak and Kabir offered them the heaven of 
love and true deliverance through personal devotion to God 
(and the path shown by gurus such as themselves): 
kbIr nw muoih Cwin n CwprI nw muoih Gru nhI gwau ] (1367-
12, slok, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Kabir, I have no straw covered shelter, no hut, no house 
no village. 
mq hir pUCY kaunu hY myry jwiq n nwau ]60] (1367-13, slok, 
Bgq kbIr jI) 
Hope the Lord will not ask ‘Who is it?’ I have no caste 
or name. 
kbIr muih mrny kw cwau hY mrau q hir kY duAwr ] (1367-13, 
slok, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Kabir, I long to die and when I die, to die at His abode. 
mq hir pUCY kaunu hY prw hmwrY bwr ]61] (1367-14, slok, 
Bgq kbIr jI) 
I hope the Lord will not ask, ‘Who is this lying outside 
our door?’ 

 
Guru Gobind says in Akal Ustat (cited by WO Cole and PS 
Sambhi, p.156): ‘Hindus and Muslims are one. The same 
Being is creator and nourisher of all. Recognize no distinction 
between them. The mandir and the mosque are the same. Puja 
and namaz are the same. All people are one, it is through 
error that they appear different…Allah and Abhek are the 
same, the Puranas and the Quran are the same. They are all 
the creation of the One.’ 
A true Sikh does not condemn other religions or lay claim 
to exclusive possession of ultimate truth, but prays, as at the 
end of Ardas: ‘In Nanak’s name may we remain uplifted 
and in accordance with God’s Will, may everyone, 
everywhere, be blessed.’ 

 
AVATARS DIE 

 
The Sikh Gurus did not accept the status given to avatars in 
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Indian religious traditions, as they, too, are subject to death. 
Guru Arjun Dev laid down Sikhism’s essential doctrine 
when he wrote that there is no room for gods in the universe, 
there is only One: 
so muKu jlau ijqu khih Twkur jonI ]3] (1136-4, BYrau,  
mhlw 5)  
Let that mouth burn which says that the Lord is of the 
womb  
jnim n mrY n AwvY n jwie ] (1136-5, BYrau, mhlw 5) 
He is neither born, nor does He die: He does not come and 
go (descend to earth in human or animal form). 

 
The belief in avatars, as the descent of deities, appearing in 
incarnate forms upon earth, is expressed by Lord Krishna in 
the Bhagwad Gita: 
‘For wherever the law of righteousness withers away 
and lawlessness arises, then do I generate myself [on 
earth]. 
For the protection of the good, for the destruction of 
evildoers, for the setting up of the law of righteousness I 
come into being age after age.’ 
(R.C. Zaehner, The Bhagavad-Gita) 

 
Worship of Lord Ram and Krishna, believed to be 
incarnations of Lord Shiva and Vishnu, has prevailed in India 
from earliest times. 
koit ibsn kIny Avqwr ] (1156-10, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Crores of Vishnus He incarnated as avatars. 
koit bRhmMf jw ky DRmswl ] (1156-11, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Crores of universes are their places of dharma (worship). 
koit mhys aupwie smwey ] (1156-11, BYrau, mÚ 5)  
Crores of Shivas (Maheshwaras) He created then destroyed. 
koit bRhmy jgu swjx lwey ]1] (1156-11, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Crores of Brahmas He employed to create the worlds. 

 
‘Sikhs reject the view that God descends into the world and 
takes bodily form, either animal or human…Divine 
manifestation is not in a physical way but as Truth, as Word, 
as Name.’ (W Owen Cole and Piara Singh Sambhi, The 
Sikhs: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices.) The Sikh Gurus 
taught that God does not occasionally or even uniquely take 
birth and then die: 
jnm mrx qy rhq nwrwiex ]1] rhwau ] (1136-3, BYrau, mhlw 5) 

Sikhism arose in a predominantly Hindu environment, 
although the rulers of the time were Muslim. Its denial of the 
Hindu doctrine of avatar is its fundamental divergence from 
the old faiths. 
Says Guru Gobind Singh: 
Awid AMiq eykY Avqwrw ] 
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The One Avatara is the Alpha and Omega 
soeI gurU smiJXhu hmwrw ] 
Know Him to be my Guru 

 
In fact, the word avatar is used for transmigration, which 
men suffer as a consequence of wrong-doing: 
hom jg qIrQ kIey ibic haumY bDy ibkwr ] (214-8, gOVI 
mwlvw, mÚ 5) 
Burnt offerings (yagya, sacrificial rites) and pilgrimages 
are made taking pride in them increases the wrongs. 
nrku surgu duie BuMcnw hoie bhuir bhuir Avqwr ]2] (214-8, 
gOVI mwlvw, mÚ 5) 
Both hell and heaven will have to be endured through many 
avatars (migration into different bodies). (Guru Arjun Dev 
uses hell and heaven as symbols of pain and pleasure rather 
than in the sense of Hell and Paradise found in the Koran). 

 
Even the pilgrimage to Mecca (Hajj) will not help man 
reach God. 
kbIr hj kwby hau jwie Qw AwgY imilAw Kudwie ] (1375-2, 
slok, kbIr jIau) 
Says Kabir, I was on a pilgrimage (Arabic: Hajj) to the 
Ka’ba and there, standing in front of me, I met Khudai 
(God). 
Circumambulation of the Ka’ba is a major part of the Hajj 
pilgrimage, at the conclusion of which the pilgrim is known 
as a Hajji. For Sufis, the ritual performance of the pilgrimage 
to Mecca, mandatory at least once in a lifetime for Muslims, 
is the physical pilgrimage. Because the Beloved resides 
within, there is also the inner pilgrimage to achieve mystical 
Unity of Being. A belief which is equivalent to the state---
nothing exists outside of God. 
sWeI muJ isau lir pirAw quJY ikin@ PurmweI gwie ]197] 
(1375- 3, slok, kbIr jIau) 
Says Kabir, Master started quarrelling with me: "Who has 
told you about this place (that I am here)?" 
Kabir’s irony accords reverence to the Hajj pilgrimage while 
at the same time trivializing the faith of the ignorant who, by 
merely embarking on a pilgrimage to a holy place, believe 
they have found favour with God. 

 
NAAM SUPERIOR 

 
krm Drm siB haumY PYlu ] (890-7, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
Ceremonial and religious rituals are all egoic displays, 
says Guru Arjun Dev 
lok pcwrY giq nhI hoie ] (890-7, rwmklI, mhlw 5) 
By pleasing people, one is not saved 
nwm ibhUxy clsih roie ]2] (890-8,rwmklI, mhlw 5)  
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Lacking the spiritual practice of Naam one departs (dies 
in despair) wailing. 

 
There is nothing beyond the Name (the Logos), the support 
of all continents and regions of the universe: 
nwm ky Dwry KMf bRhmMf ] (284-11, gauVI suKmnI, mÚ 5) 
The Naam is the mainstay of the earth and solar systems. 
nwm ky Dwry isimRiq byd purwn ] (284-12, gauVI suKmnI, mÚ 
5) Naam is the mainstay of the Simritis, the Vedas and the 
Puranas but is greater than all these. 
The Vedas are the oldest orally recorded hymns in Sanskrit, 
which were transmitted through secret initiation to 
generations of the priestly class and their chosen disciples, 
but not shared with the lower castes. 

 
byd swsqR jn iDAwvih qrx kau sMswru ] (405-9, Awsw, mÚ 5)  
People meditate on the Ved and the Shastra, to swim across 
the world-ocean. 
krm Drm Anyk ikirAw sB aUpir nwmu Acwru ]2] (405-9, 
Awsw, mÚ 5) 
Religious rituals, teachings, various ritual acts of worship-- 
above all is Naam and right conduct. 

 
By divine favour Naam simran is the Sikh’s spiritual 
discipline and virtue in action. It is said in the Koran: ‘God 
has the Most Excellent Names. Call on Him by His 
Names…’ Muslims assign ninety nine Most Beautiful Names 
to God. And, in the Bible: ‘Because he has set his love on 
me,’ says the Lord, ‘I will rescue him: I will protect him, for 
he acknowledges my Name.’ (Psalm 91:14) 

 
For Guru Nanak the mystic illumination of Satnam, the True 
Name, reveals God. Naam simran is not just another path---it 
is the adoration of Ek Oankar or Om (the One Indivisible 
Absolute Being). The Absolute is Truth, according to Guru 
Nanak. Dwelling on God’s Name man worships the eternal 
Almighty Spirit. 

 
kl mY eyku nwmu ikrpw iniD jwih jpY giq pwvY ] (632-11, 
soriT, mÚ 9) 
In Kalyuga, whosoever recites the Name of Kirpa Nidh 
(Treasure House of Mercy) finds deliverance, says Guru 
Tegh Bahadur. 

 
ibnu ijhvw jo jpY ihAwie ] koeI jwxY kYsw nwau]2](1256-
10, mlwr, mÚ 1) 
Who knows the mystery of the Name chanted, in the heart, 
without the tongue? Guru Nanak says it is revealed to very 



207  

few. so bUJY hovY ijsu dwiq ] (1256-11, mlwr, mÚ 1) 
He alone understands who is given the gift (of truth and grace). 

 
PLACE NOT IMPORTANT 

 
The Granth Sahib rejects the Hindu belief that dying on the 
banks of the holy Ganga, in the holy city of Kashi 
(Benares), guarantees moksha: 
mnhu kToru mrY bwnwris nrku n bWicAw jweI ] (484-17, Awsw, 
kbIr jIau) 
If the hard-hearted dies in Benares, he cannot escape hell 
hir kw sMqu mrY hwVMbY q sglI sYn qrweI ]3] (484-18, 
Awsw, kbIr jIau) 
But if the Lord's saint dies even in (the cursed land 
of) Haramba he saves all his descendants (as well). 

 
The place of death is not a factor in finding mukti: 
jh rwKY soeI mukiq Qwnu ] (890-14, rwmklI, mÚ 5) 
Wherever He keeps me, that is the place of deliverance for 
me, says Guru Arjun Dev. 
 
However, overcoming maya is a factor: 
srMjwim lwgu Bvjl qrn kY ] (378-2, Awsw, mhlw 5) 
Make the effort to swim across the terrifying world ocean. 
jnmu ibRQw jwq rMig mwieAw kY ]1] rhwau ] (378-3,Awsw,mhlw 5) 
Life is wasted in the vain love of maya. 

 
MAYA 

 
Often understood as ‘illusion’, maya also refers to the 
phenomenal universe, the ephemera of transient forms, from 
the time (around 500 BC) of Buddha. But maya is also the 
power of finiteness, definition, bringing into form, 
attributable to God: 
inrMkwir Awkwru aupwieAw ] (1066-1, mwrU, mÚ 3) 
The Formless Lord ideated the universe of form and  
mwieAw mohu hukim bxwieAw ] (1066-1, mwrU, mÚ 3)  
By Hukam created attachment and maya. 

 
Maya is desire for the existence of forms, including our 
own bodies: 
Qwky nYn sRvn suin Qwky QwkI suMdir kwieAw ] (793-1, sUhI, 
kbIr jIau) 
Says Kabir, the eyes are exhausted, ears are tired of 
hearing, the beautiful body is exhausted 
jrw hwk dI sB miq QwkI eyk n Qwkis mwieAw ]1] (793-1, 
sUhI, kbIr jIau) 
The call of old age has made weary all faculties, only maya 
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is not exhausted. 
 

The Gita (9:6-8) says: ‘My wandering creatures are always 
within me. These, when the round of ages is accomplished, 
I gather back to the seed of their becoming: these I send 
forth again at the hour of creation. Helpless all, for Maya is 
their master, and I, their Lord, the master of this Maya: 
ever and again, I send these multitudes forth from my 
Being.’ 

 
The doctrine of maya in the Advaita Vedanta school of 
Hindu philosophy explains the relationship between the 
material world and Brahman, which is the Sanskrit word for 
‘the One’ or ‘the Whole’. The Nirguna Brahman is the 
Absolute beyond all description or designation, formless, 
worthy of the highest state of contemplation and meditation 
and full of effulgence. The divergence in the Sikh view 
arises over how the infinite ‘One’ relates to the finite 
‘many’: 

 
nwm ky Dwry sgl Awkwr ] (284-13, gauVI suKmnI, mÚ 5)  
Guru Arjun Dev says Naam is the basis, the support, of 
the whole manifestation (not Maya). 

 
byd kqyb krih kh bpury nh bUJih iek eykw ]6] (1153-
15, BYrau, mhlw 1) 
What can the scriptures (of the Hindus and Muslims) do? 
The ignorant do not understand the One and only One says 
Guru Nanak. 
qIriQ BrmY rogu n CUtis piVAw bwdu ibbwdu BieAw ] (1153-16, 
BYrau, mÚ 1) 
They visit places of pilgrimage, but are not rid of disease; 
the learned get into futile argument 
duibDw rogu su AiDk vfyrw mwieAw kw muhqwju BieAw ]8] 
(1153- 17, BYrau, mÚ 1) 
The disease of duality is so very great---they are but servants 
of Maya. 

 
Two interpretations of the doctrine of maya are common: 
First, the material universe, as we perceive it, including the 
perceiving self, is an illusion or unreality; second, the 
material universe is real even though it is incompletely and 
imperfectly perceived by us. 

 
FALSE PANDITS 

 
From the middle of the first millennium before Christ, social 
differentiations based on hierarchies (castes) have existed in 
India. The Granth Sahib is the first revolutionary scripture 
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to repudiate, mock, and abjure caste prejudice in India. It 
denies caste divine sanction or legitimacy as the determinant 
of good conduct. It forbids Sikhs to recognise caste in daily 
life or condone different standards of morality and 
spirituality for different castes and clans and social classes. 
Says Guru Nanak:         

  
PkV jwqI PkVu nwau ] (83-13, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1)  
Worthless is status (jaati, of birth and kin), worthless name (and fame). 
 
The ten Sikh Gurus, over a span of more than two centuries, battled the 
scourge of caste and portrayed its practice as spiritual darkness that 
obscures the light of nirvana. 
aUc nIc mih joiq smwxI Git Git mwDau jIAw ]1] (617-2, 
soriT, mÚ 5) 
God's Light is contained both in the high and the low 
(castes). The Lord lives in the heart of each and every human 
being. He has not favoured the upper castes over the lower, 
as stated in the Rig Veda, in that Brahmins were created 
from the upper and Sudras from the lower organs of the 
divine Purusa. 

 
aulit jwiq kul doaU ibswrI ] (1158-19, BYrau, kbIr jIau) 
Rejecting caste and ancestry, I have turned away from both. 

suMn shj mih bunq hmwrI ]1] (1158-19, BYrau, kbIr jIau) 
In the state of sunya sahaj (‘A state of perfect equilibrium, it 
transcends perceptual knowledge…’ Saiyid Athar Abbas 
Rizvi) is my weaving now, says Kabir. 

 
SUNN SAHAJ 

 
Both Kabir and Guru Nanak used the concept of sunya to 
describe the most profound vacuity (absence of 
subjectivity/objectivity) in the mystic apprehension of 
being and non-being as pure void (sunn or sunya): 
suMn inrMqir dIjY bMDu ] (939-15, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
Forever in sunya remain focused (in perfect absorption), 
aufY n hMsw pVY n kMDu ] (939-15, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
The soul-swan will not fly away, and the body-wall will 
not collapse. God is then worshipped as Almighty Spirit. 

 
Kojq Kojq shju aupijAw iPir jnim n mrxw ] (1102-8, 
mwrU, mhlw 5) 
While ever searching, seeking Him, the state of sahaj arose 
(perfectly non-dual state of mind in which ultimate reality is 
intuited as a Unity devoid of the dichotomies otherwise 
experienced in the nature of things), then there is release 
from the effects of karma. The state of ‘being without 
individuality’ is identified with the state of sahaj. Release 
from the endless round of death and rebirth is the attainment 



210  

of union with God. 
 

PREDESTINATION NOT ABSOLUTE 
 

AMimRq bwxI qqu vKwxI igAwn iDAwn ivic AweI ] (1243-
16, swrMg, mhlw 2) 
The ambrosial bani elucidates the essence, comes with 
spiritual wisdom and meditation. 
gurmuiK AwKI gurmuiK jwqI surqˆØI krim iDAweI ] (1243-
17, swrMg, mhlw 2) 
The Gurmukh recites it, the Gurmukh understands it, and if 
God is merciful, he becomes super-conscious of its message 
in meditation. 
hukmu swij hukmY ivic rKY hukmY AMdir vyKY ] (1243-17, 
swrMg, mhlw 2) 
By His Hukam the universe (matter and biological species) 
was created, and kept within it (his immutable and eternal 
law), under His gaze (provenance). 
nwnk Aghu haumY qutY qW ko ilKIAY lyKY ]1] (1243-18, swrMg, 
mhlw 2) 
Nanak, if the ego (false sense of ‘I’, consequently desires, 
hopes, doubts, and pride) is broken when he departs then 
the account of his karmas will not be written. (Who will 
have the predestined account of his deeds recorded when he 
is dead to his carnal self?) 
Guru Angad Dev teaches that predestination is not absolute. 
Scope is given to man’s humility in his relationship with 
God. After death the particularity dissolves and the jiv 
continues from life to life, beyond rigidly fixed illusions of 
identity, such that the self becomes absent from itself, indeed 
absent even from its absence, and thus is divinely preserved 
from its account (lekhai) of negative karmas. 

 
siqgur kY jnmy gvnu imtwieAw ] (940-2, rwmklI,  
mhlw 1)  
Those devotees who, in so far as they exist at all, exist in 
Satgur, are birthed by Satgur as his sikhs, their wandering 
in the cycle of transmigration ends, is terminated by union 
with Him, says Guru Nanak. 

 
kwl kw TIgw ikau jlweIAly ikau inrBau Gir jweIAY ](940-
5, rwmklI, mhlw 1) 
How can one avoid the rod of Kaal (death)? How enter 
the home of the Fearless Lord? 
khw qy AwvY khw iehu jwvY khw iehu rhY smweI ] (940-7, 
rwmklI, mhlw 1) 
From where does one come? From here where does one go? 
In what should one remain merged as one? 
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eysu sbd kau jo ArQwvY iqsu gur iqlu n qmweI ] (940-8, 
rwmklI, mhlw 1) 
One who gives the meaning of Shabad, that Guru has not an 
iota of greed.  
Shabad is Gurupdesh: the preaching of God’s truth imparted 
to man through the guru. 

 
GURU A TREASURE HOUSE 
hir hir nwmu Aqolku pwieAw qyrI Bgiq Bry BMfwrw ] (442-17, 
Awsw, mÚ 4) 
Those who align themselves with the Name of Hari, into 
their hands comes the incomparable fortune. Their 
abundance overflows with devotional worship, emanations 
fom the One, as Guru Nanak testified, the Absolute Will 
appearing with a different (niyari, anoop) self-
determination in each instance, leaving ‘footprints’ that are 
never the same. 
smuMdu ivroil srIru hm dyiKAw iek vsqu AnUp 
idKweI](442- 18,Awsw, mÚ4) 
Churning the ocean the body was seen, the Lord showed me 
an incomparable thing. (It is the body that dies and then the 
jiv has no body wrap, so the body is important as the means 
whereby death is enabled in this life.) 

 
MYSTIC BODY 

 
In unification only the Absolute exists and not creation but in 
the diversification of the One into His Names and 
determinations, the body mines incomparable, unknown and 
novel realizations.  In the mystic vision of the unity between 
the Word (Shabad) and the body, both dispersion and union 
are invoked. The unseen world which lies about us is 
manifest.  
siqgur prcY prm pdu pweIAY swcY sbid smwie lIAw ](940-15, 
rwmklI, mhlw 1) 
He who values Satguru reaches the supreme station and 
is absorbed in the True Word (Logos). 
so jogI gur sbdu pCwxY AMqir kmlu pRgwsu QIAw](940-16, 
rwmklI, mhlw 1) 
He is a Yogi, who recognizes (with second sight) the Guru's 
Shabad; the lotus (mystic symbol of the awakening of the 
many dimensional gyan) blossoms within. 
jIvqu mrY qw sBu ikCu sUJY AMqir jwxY srb dieAw ] (940-
17, rwmklI, mhlw 1) 
If one dies while yet alive, then one sees everything, and 
in one’s heart has compassion for all. 
 
FUTILE FUNERAL RITES 
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Guru Nanak is critical of Hindu funeral rituals in 
verses that use the imagery of such rituals to advocate 
instead prayer, praise, purification, and worship (in spirit) 
of God---diva (oil lamp) for the dying man, logs used in the 
pyre, rice balls (known as pind ) served on flat broad leafs 
to priests), cleansing bath in the Ganges river after the 
shradh ritual: 
gMg bnwris isPiq qumwrI nwvY Awqm rwau ] (358-9, Awsw, 
mhlw 1)  
Your divine attributes are the holy Ganga in Benares, in 
which the sovereign atma bathes. 
scw nwvxu qW QIAY jW Aihinis lwgY Bwau ]3] (358-10, 
Awsw, mhlw 1) 
True cleansing then occurs when, night and day, one is 
lovingly attached to praise. 
iek lokI horu CimCrI bRwhmxu vit ipMfu Kwie ] (358-10, Awsw, 
mhlw 1) 
A portion for the ancestors, the rest for the gods, but it is the 
brahmin who collects and eats the pind! 
nwnk ipMfu bKsIs kw kbhUM inKUtis nwih ]4]2]32] (358-
11, Awsw, mhlw 1) 
Says Nanak, the pind (food given in alms) from God’s 
merciful bounty never runs out. God’s provenance is an ideal-
the spiritual concept of giving, sharing, doing unto others as 
one would have them do unto you. 

 
LANGAR 

 
In a land rich in soil and water but where its population 
was always poor and oppressed by different monarchies, 
the Sikh Gurus took the practice of langar (free kitchen) to 
another plane altogether. In all Indian religious traditions 
feeding the poor and renunciates had been a time-honoured 
practice, but the Sikh Gurus made it incumbent on the 
caste-ridden population to sit and eat together before they 
could present themselves before the Guru. 

 
The Sikh Gurus introduced pangat (eating together) as a 
repudiation of upper-caste supremacist ideologies. The 
brahminical concept of pollution, by which the presumed 
purity and superiority of the upper castes was sought to be 
maintained, was given a hard knock: inner purity and 
ethical conduct was given more importance than purifying 
rituals. 

 
It was the Jain tirthankaras who, as early as the sixth-to-fifth 
centuries BC, began ignoring brahminical authority, for 
moral and spiritual guidance. The practice of offering langar 
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or free daily meals to all and sundry, without break, might 
have had its beginning in the Chishti silsila in Ajmer, where 
food was cooked in a massive cauldron all day---for 
distribution to pilgrims at the dargah, Hindus and Muslims 
alike. 

 
The practice of langar in India shows there was plenty of 
food to distribute: it just needed people to contribute to 
langar. There is no record of anybody suffering or going 
broke as a result of giving to langar, and so langar can go on 
always in the future, feeding the poor. 

 
Guru Nanak taught that there is enough in the land thanks to 
God’s bounty. Still people starve because of the selfishness of 
others, even when there is enough to spare. So distribution of 
food, and the giving of daswand (one-tenth of one’s profit) to 
the perennial kitchen, was enjoined upon the Sikh disciples of 
Guru Nanak, Guru Angad and Guru Amar Das, to feed the 
poor and hungry irrespective of class, caste, gender or 
religion. 

 
The concept, practice and observances of the langar service 
became attached to Harmandir Sahib at the time the temple 
was built in Amritsar, at the instance of Guru Ram Das---it 
made manifest in the world the Sikh tenet that God is loving, 
kind, merciful and benevolent. For has He not bestowed 
plenty in the form of rivers, vegetation, soil and sunshine, and 
will not the Guru’s langar never run short? Yes. By enjoining 
upon Sikhs the maintenance of a running kitchen to feed the 
hungry for free, every day and for all times, Guru Nanak and 
his successors were displaying God’s provenance, and this 
truth is with us to this day. 
nwnk qw kau imlY vfweI Awpu pCwxY srb jIAw ]24] (940-
17, rwmklI, mhlw 1) 
Says Nanak, praised be he who recognizes himself in 
all beings. 

 
SEPARATION FROM GOD 

 
jMmxu mrxu vfw vyCoVw ibnsY jgu sbwey ] (581-19,vfhMsu, 
mhlw 1)  
The span between birth and death (for man) is a huge 
severance from the Lord that extends over time: the whole 
world is wasting away, says Guru Nanak. 
lib DMDY mwieAw jgqu BulwieAw kwlu KVw rUAwey ]1] (581-
19, vfhMsu, mhlw 1) 
Cravings, work-related or worldly entanglements, maya 
(illusory perceptions) deceive the world into heedlessness and 
Kaal (Time personified as a threatening killer), standing over 
each head, causes man to weep.  
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However, Guru Nanak says weep only in awe of the glory of 
God, not for the dead, because everyone dies, and dies alone. 
No one departs with the dying or dead. 

 
Of his enlightened companions, Guru Nanak frequently asks 
for the blessing to escape life and death and live in God’s 
eternal presence: 
bwbw scVw mylu n cukeI pRIqm kIAw dyh AsIsw hy ] (582-
2, vfhMsu, mhlw 1) 
Baba, give me your blessing as a friend that I may not fail 
to find the True One. 
jm mwrig nhI jwxw sbid smwxw juig juig swcY vysy ] (582-
3, vfhMsu, mhlw 1) 
That I may not follow the path of Yama (between two 
kaals, birth and death), but remain merged in the Shabad, 
which has taken incarnate forms of the Truth through the 
ages. 

 
Hindu philosophy very anciently taught that ‘the Word had 
existed with God from all eternity, and when spoken it 
became a glorious form, the aggregate embodiment of all 
the divine ideas, and performed the work of creation.’ The 
Hindu term for the primeval Word is Om or Aum. It came 
forth from the mouth of the Supreme God (Brahma). 

 
hoCI miq BieAw mnu hoCw guVu sw mKI KwieAw ] (582-7, 
vfhMsu, mhlw 1) 
Through degraded wishes the mind becomes degraded, 
along with the jaggery one eats the fly (makes mistakes, 
behaves insanely). 

 
hwkwrw AwieAw jw iqsu BwieAw ruMny rovxhwry ] (582-9, vfhMsu, 
mhlw 1) 
(But) when the summons comes, as it pleases Him, the 
crying of mourners begins. 
puq BweI BwqIjy rovih pRIqm Aiq ipAwry ] (582-9, vfhMsu, 
mhlw 1)  
Sons, brothers, nephews weep, so, too, the loved ones who 
are so beloved. 
nwnk juig juig jwx isjwxw rovih scu smwly ]4]5] (582-
10, vfhMsu, mhlw 1) 
Nanak, know him as the wisest, throughout the ages, who 
weeps contemplating the (inexplicable and undefinable) 
Truth (True One). 

 
 
KABIR’S ELEGY 
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Kabir laments the fall from the pinnacle of human 
achievement, that is, supernatural apprehension of God, 
to complete destruction---of even sensation by which the 
everyday world is perceived---of even the greatest yogi. 
ggn ngir iek bUMd n brKY nwdu khw ju smwnw ] (480-10, 
Awsw, kbIr jIau) 
From the sky (city of the Tenth Gate) of the mind, not even 
a drop rains down. Where has the mystic sound current (the 
Naad, manifestation of the Shabda Brahman) gone? 
pwrbRhm prmysur mwDo prm hMsu ly isDwnw ]1] (480-10, 
Awsw, kbIr jIau) 
The Supreme Transcendent Lord (Madho) has taken the 
supreme swan-soul and departed. 
bwbw bolqy qy khw gey dyhI ky sMig rhqy ] (480-11, Awsw, 
kbIr jIau) 
O Baba, he used to speak: where has he gone? He used to 
dwell with the body 
suriq mwih jo inrqy krqy kQw bwrqw khqy ]1] rhwau ] (480-
11, Awsw, kbIr jIau) 
And in attunement with supreme consciousness (surati)he 
used to dance, and utter sermons, discourses. 
bjwvnhwro khw gieE ijin iehu mMdru kIn@w ] (480-12, Awsw, 
kbIr jIau) 
Where has the player (mind) gone, who made this body 
a temple? 
swKI sbdu suriq nhI aupjY iKMic qyju sBu lIn@w ]2] (480-
12, Awsw, kbIr jIau) 
No parable (sakhi, bearing witness to the divine), hymn 
(shabad, Word) or reflecting on supreme consciousness 
(surati) issues forth: all his strength has been pulled out. 
sRvnn ibkl Bey sMig qyry ieMdRI kw blu Qwkw ] (480-13, 
Awsw, kbIr jIau) 
The hearing of your ears has weakened and the strength of 
your faculties is exhausted. 
crn rhy kr Frik pry hY muKhu n inksY bwqw ]3] (480-13, 
Awsw, kbIr jIau) 
Your feet have failed, your hands have gone limp, and 
no words issue forth from your mouth. 
Qwky pMc dUq sB qskr Awp AwpxY BRmqy ] (480-14, Awsw, 
kbIr jIau) 
Having grown weary, the five servitors (senses), all cheats, 
wander at will, on their own. 
Qwkw mnu kuMcr auru Qwkw qyju sUqu Dir rmqy ]4] (480-14, Awsw, 
kbIr jIau) 
Weary is the heart, the elephant of the mind is weary, with 
which the given strength of the body well enjoyed the ways 
of the world. 
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In Buddhist philosophy when the mind is compared to an 
elephant it is in the elephant’s aspect of an untamed 
powerful beast, easily intoxicated, and as a symbol of 
uncontrolled desire, rather than as the powerful remover of 
obstacles (the Hindu Ganesha). 

 
Says Guru Nanak: 
mnu kuMcru kwieAw auidAwnY ] (221-11, gauVI guAwryrI, mÚ 1) 
The mind is an elephant, in the forest of the body 
Says Kabir: 
kbIr mukiq duAwrw sMkurw rweI dseyN Bwie ] (1367-10, 
slok, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Kabir, the door to mukti (liberation) is as narrow as a 
mustard seed, it is said. 
mnu qau mYglu hoie rihE inkso ikau kY jwie ]58] (1367-
11, slok, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Your mind has become like an elephant, how can it 
pass through? 
mukiq duAwrw moklw shjy Awvau jwau ]59] (1367-12, slok, 
Bgq kbIr jI) 
The door of liberation will happily open wide, in sahaj I will 
come and go. The realization of sahaj is a state of perfect 
equilibrium, beyond positive and negative, vice and virtue, 
the human meditator and the divinity meditated upon: 
pwp puMn duie eyk smwn ] (325-7, gauVI, kbIr jI) 

HATH YOGA 
 

imrqk Bey dsY bMd CUty imqR BweI sB Cory ] (480-15, Awsw, 
kbIr jIau) 
Rendered lifeless, lost are the bonds (bund or bandh: Hath 
Yoga term, in pranayam: meaning joining together, catching 
hold of, also different postures in which certain organs or 
parts of the body are contracted, controlled, and held 
motionless) of the Ten Gates (chakras). The dead man leaves 
behind all his friends and brothers. 
khq kbIrw jo hir iDAwvY jIvq bMDn qory ]5]5]18] (480-15, 
Awsw, kbIr jIau) 
Says Kabir, one who remembers (meditates, dwells on) Hari 
(God) breaks the bonds engendered by bodily existence in 
this life itself. 
Says Guru Nanak: 
Ajru jrY q nau kul bMDu ] (1289-6, mlwr, mÚ 1) 
One who bears the unbearable, controls all nine orifices of 
the body (bund or bandh: Hath Yoga term, in pranayam: 
meaning joining together, catching hold of, also different 
postures in which certain organs or parts of the body are 
contracted, controlled, and held motionless) 
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pUjY pRwx hovY iQru kMDu ] (1289-6, mlwr, mÚ 1) 
One who adores the Lord with the breath of life, 
becomes steadfast (in his faith) like a wall. 
khW qy AwieAw khW eyhu jwxu ] (1289-6, mlwr, mÚ 1) 
Where has he come from, where will he go? 
jIvq mrq rhY prvwxu ] (1289-7, mlwr, mÚ 1) 
If while yet living he dies (to the world), he lives 
accepted, approved by God. 

 
Caught up in false notions of high and low castes the world 
strays into delusion. The nectar-like bani, which expounds 
the nature of absolute reality (tat), has come through 
enlightenment and deep meditation. The one who is Guru-
oriented (Gurmukh) has uttered it and has grasped it, and only 
those blessed with divine grace glorify it and meditate on it. 
According to the Divine Order all is created, preserved and 
maintained for a certain amount of time, and then destroyed 
in order to be renewed. Only when one’s self-centredness 
(haumai) is shattered, says Nanak, does one go on record in 
the Divine’s reckoning. 

 
TRUE SATI 

 
Guru Arjun Dev says the woman who dies on the funeral 
pyre of her husband is not a sati in the true sense of a 
virtuous, heroic and self-sacrificing woman. 
jlY n pweIAY rwm snyhI ] (185-15, gauVI guAwryrI, mÚ 5) 
By burning herself she does not find the Beloved Lord 
ikriq sMjoig sqI auiT hoeI ]1] rhwau ] (185-16, gauVI 
guAwryrI, mÚ 5) 
Only with the conjunction of good karmas in all the 
circumstances of a woman’s life does a wife become a sati 
(in Sanskrit, honourable woman) 
dyKw dyKI mnhiT jil jweIAY ] (185-16, gauVI guAwryrI, mÚ 5) 
Imitating others without thinking, the stubborn self-willed 
wife sets herself alight 
ipRA sMgu n pwvY bhu join BvweIAY ]2] (185-17, gauVI 
guAwryrI, mÚ 5) 
But does not meet with her Beloved; she strays through 
many wombs. 
khu nwnk ijin ipRau prmysru kir jwinAw ](185-18, 
gauVI guAwryrI, mÚ 5) 
Says Nanak, she who has made God her Beloved 
DMnu sqI drgh prvwinAw ]4]30]99] (185-18, gauVI 
guAwryrI, mÚ 5) 
Blessed is she, the sati has been accepted in His Dargah. 

 
Anciently, observation of rituals, such as making offerings 
to God, was the means by which His approval was sought, 
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but, says Guru Amar Das, it is by the practice of virtues 
that man secures God’s acceptance. 
BI so sqIAw jwxIAin sIl sMqoiK rhMin@ ] (787-9, sUhI, mÚ 
3)  
Hail them also as 'sati' those who live modestly and 
contentedly. 
sqIAw eyih n AwKIAin jo miVAw lig jlµin@ ] (787-8, sUhI, 
mhlw 3) 
Do not call them 'sati' who burn clinging to the corpse 
nwnk sqIAw jwxIAin@ ij ibrhy cot mrMin@ ]1] (787-9, 
sUhI, mhlw 3) 
Nanak, recognize them as satis those who die from the 
wounds of separation (biraha). 
Viraha and the Sufi concept of ishq are analogous in that the 
supplicant’s love or yearning for the Lord is caused in the 
first place by a painful sense of separation from the Beloved, 
whose nearness (to the point of indivisibility) is the jiv’s 
ultimate goal. 
 kbIr ibrhu BuXMgmu min bsY mMqu n mwnY koie ] (1368-9, slok, 
Bgq kbIr jI) 
Kabir, the poisonous snake (bhuyangam) of separation 
(viraha), meaning disobedience or alienation, which causes 
death, lives in my heart---it does not respond to any 
controlling mantra. 
rwm ibEgI nw jIAY jIAY q baurw hoie ]76] (1368-10, 
slok, Bgq kbIr jI) 
One who is separated from Lord Ram cannot survive: if 
he does survive, he becomes insane. 
Religious transgressions can cause spiritual and 
psychological anguish, manifesting as physical pain and 
disease, and destruction of rationality. 

 
SAHAJ SAMADHI 

 
kdy n rWf sdw sohwgix AMqir shj smwDI ] (583-2, 
vfhMsu, mhlw 3) 
She will never become a widow (or whore), she will always 
be happily married (sada suhagan, a divinely ordained state). 
Deep within her is supreme bliss and perfect absorption in 
unitive existence (sahaj samadhi): a mystical state only 
understood through direct experience, but testified to by 
Indian yogis for millennia. 

 
igrh kutMb mih shij smwDI ] (1246-7, swrMg, mÚ 4) 
Guru Ram Das says those who serve the Satguru are 
possessed of great good fortune. In the midst of family and 
household they enter sahaj samadhi (in their innermost being 
they attain the state of sahaj and are yoked to the divine in 



219  

samadhi, an advanced state of meditation in which they 
become identified with the divine object of meditation) 

 
shj smwiD sdw ilv hir isau jIvW hir gun gweI ](1232-
12, swrMg,mÚ1) 
As Guru Nanak says, absorbed in sahaj samadhi, always at 
one with the Lord in contemplation, I live singing His 
praises. 

 
In psychological terms he teaches the connection 
between one’s attitude and spiritual attainment: 
jo ikCu krY Blw kir mwnau shj jog iniD pwvau ]1](359-
19, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Whatever the Lord does, accept that as good: receive 
the treasure of Sahaj Yoga. 
The term sada suhagan (a wife who never becomes a widow) 
has also been used by Sultan Bahu (died 1691) and other Sufi 
poets to refer to the relationship between the realized soul 
and God---in terms of their marriage. Contact between early 
sufis and yogis, from the thirteenth century onwards, was 
inevitable given the civilizational value accorded to 
veneration (existing in India as early as from the sixth to the 
fifth century BC) of all that is known to exist (as well as all 
that is not known, or known to not-exist). 

 
SWAN-SOUL 

 
Guru Nanak uses the metaphor of the swan because the 
swan was deemed to have powers of spiritual 
discrimination. In Indian mythology the swan is deemed to 
have the power to separate milk from water (neer parakh).: 
prm hMsu scu joiq Apwr ] (227-17, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
The paramhansa (pure swan-soul) sees Truth as 
boundless Light (of enlightenment). 

 
nwim rqy prm hMs bYrwgI inj Gir qwVI lweI hy ]3] (1046-3, 
mwrU, mÚ 3) 
Imbued with the Naam, the foremost swan-soul, indifferent 
to the world (vairagi), in the abode of the inner-self, 
remains absorbed in a deep meditative connection with the 
Supreme. 

 
jm duAwir n hohu KVIAw isK suxhu mhylIho ](567-10,vfhMsu, 
mÚ 1)  
You will not wait (beg) at the door of the god of death (Jum), 
O sisters, listen to the teachings! 
hMs hMsw bg bgw lhY mn kI jwlw ](567-11, vfhMsu, mÚ 1)  
(You will be) a swan among swans, from a crane among 
cranes, (when) the slime (vileness) of your mind falls 
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off. 
 

DANCE 
 

It would be safe to assume that Guru Nanak knew 
mystical Sufis as well as orthodox Muslims. At the core 
of Sufism is love of the divine and other-worldliness, and 
the aspiration toward wisdom and selflessness. Some 
Sufis are known to enter into deep meditative states by 
dancing, for example, the whirling dervishes of Turkey. 

 
Guru Nanak says of dance, often incorporated into practices 
of worship by some Hindus as well as Muslims: 
Bau PyrI hovY mn cIiq ] (350-12, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Let the fear of God be enacted in your heart (as a 
whirling round) 
bhidAw auTidAw nIqw nIiq ](350-12, Awsw, mÚ 1)  
Sitting, standing, as your daily code (of conduct) 
lytix lyit jwxY qnu suAwhu ] (350-13, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Swaying low (lying down), knowing that the body is 
ash, 
iequ rMig nwchu riK riK pwau ]3] (350-13, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Dance in this element, placing your feet (in step with 
the everlasting turning of God’s universe). 

 
jb nwcI qb GUGtu kYsw mtukI PoiV inrwrI ] (1112-2, quKwrI,  
mÚ 1) 
When you are (openly) dancing, then why the veil? Break 
the water pot! Be wondrously apart, unmoved by the world. 
(A common dance of village women is with a water pot on 
the head.) Kabir, too, compares the human body to an 
earthen water pot, exhorting his followers to destroy the 
physical self for the sake of the spiritual self. 

 
Guru Nanak is not particularly concerned about the dogmas 
of Hinduism and Islam: 
eyQY jwxY su jwie is\wxY ] (952-3, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
One who recognises God here, in this life---when he goes 
(to the other life), he knows Him well, says Guru Nanak 
horu PkVu ihMdU muslmwxY ] (952-4, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
The rest is just (futile) babbling about Hindus and Muslims. 

 
GRANTH SAHIB 

 
The Granth Sahib was always difficult to read, only parts 
being really in the vernacular of the Punjab in the Fifth 
Guru’s time. No granth had ever been composed in the land 
with as many hymns and 1480 pages, and, from the time of 
its compilation, open to reading and reciting by all, when 
even the chanting of the holy Vedas by non-Brahmins was 
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not allowed. Such was the authority of the sacred texts, the 
Vedas and Puranas, of which the Brahmins were traditionally 
the custodians (including of the rituals associated with them), 
that written texts of the Vedas were made available (by 
colonial scholars) only in the late 17th and early 18th 
centuries. 

 
Guru Nanak, however, preached that the status and authority 
of Brahmins should be a measure of their moral conduct and 
true faith and not their birth. Before him, Kabir had refused 
to acknowledge the moral standing of both the pandit as well 
as the mullah: 
pMifq mulW Cwfy doaU ]1] rhwau ] (1159-1, BYrau, kbIr jIau) 
I have abandoned the pandit (Hindu religious scholar) and 
the mullah (Muslim cleric), both learned officiants of the 
two major religions of Kabir’s time. 

 
Spiritual merit alone should hold authority and earn our 
esteem, says Guru Arjun Dev. 
scu kmwvY soeI kwjI ] (1084-1, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
He alone is a Qazi, who has earned the (station of) Truth. 
jo idlu soDY soeI hwjI ] (1084-1, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
He alone is a Haji (traditionally one who has earned merit by 
the ritual pilgrimage to Mecca, mandated once in a lifetime 
for Muslims), who has purified his heart. 

 
Guru Nanak says: 
imhr msIiq isdku muslw hku hlwlu kurwxu ] (140-18, mwJ,  
mÚ 1)  
Let alms-giving be your mosque, faith your prayer-mat, truth 
and righteous living your Koran. 
srm suMniq sIlu rojw hohu muslmwxu ] (140-18, mwJ, mÚ 1) 
Modesty your circumcision and proper conduct your 
fast (roza), then you will be a (true) mussalman. 

 
Guru Arjun Dev says the conditions for acceptance by God 
are always spiritual. 
mkw imhr rojw pY Kwkw ] (1083-18, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Let compassion be your (pilgrimage to) Mecca, and your roza,  
the dust of the feet of holy men (humility) 
iBsqu pIr lPj kmwie AMdwjw ] (1083-19, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Paradise is your pir’s word (teaching), in which you are 
well- pleased, earned by your being well-pleasing to Him. 

 
One of the Pillars of Islam is the belief in the Day of 
Judgement when Allah decides the fate of human beings after 
death, whether they will enter the Gardens of Paradise or Hell 
Fires. Guru Nanak says the sabda (Word or hymn) of the 
Guru (Pir) is swarg. Narak is the womb of repeated rebirth. 
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ibnu ismrn Awvih Puin jwvih gRB jonI nrk mJwrw hy 
]9] (1030-13, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Without remembrance of the Word, human beings will 
come (be born) and go in the womb in the midst of hell. 
‘Having departed from Hinduism…the Sikh revelation 
leans back toward it in endorsing, as against Islam, the 
doctrine of reincarnation.’ (Huston Smith, The World’s 
Religions.) 

 
Succeeding Gurus and their followers gave profound respect 
to the Granth Sahib--- as the living embodiment of the Divine 
Guru, for it was no matter if the unlearned Sikh could not 
understand the words, the living Presence was there, in the 
Bani, and it was no matter if the learned Sikh could 
understand, because he was not to stress the words or the 
intellectual concepts. This is unique in the annals of religions-
--not stressing the concepts and language of the revealed Bani 
but rather the manifestations of the Bani in the hearts and 
minds of men. 

 
The Sikh who was on the Path of Truth was taught not to 
make a pilgrimage to the place of revelation: the Sikh 
tradition locates it in the middle of the flowing river Bein. 
Guru Nanak did not care for stone memorials. No Buddha or 
Mahavira had found liberation on a previously hallowed 
ground. Revelation could come anywhere, at any time. The 
time and space are always unique. It may be disclosed to 
others or not, the criterion being whether the revelation could 
possibly nourish mankind and bring it closer to the sacred 
and divine. 

 
The Granth Sahib is a profound mystical text, its mystical 
elements veiled in the tradition of the spiritual masters of 
Guru Nanak’s time, who maintained that the one who knows 
does not speak: 
ijin cwiKAw iqsu AwieAw swdu ] ijau gUMgw mn mih ibsmwdu ] 
(5, 801-13) 
The one who has tasted (known) the Divine finds relish in it, 
but like a mute, whose mind is filled with the wonder of 
what he has tasted (experienced or discerned), he cannot 
speak of it. Bismad or Vismad is wonder, associated with 
‘signs’ which evoke the power of God. 

 
ivsmwdu nyVY ivsmwdu dUir ] (464-3, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Guru Nanak says he is struck with wonder that God is so 
near, yet so far (given the immensity of the earth, sun, moon 
and stars--- transcendent), so far above sinful man. 
ivsmwdu dyKY hwjrw hjUir ] (464-4, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
He is struck with (super-sensuous) wonder seeing Him (the 
Unseen Lord) in the here and now. 
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vyiK ivfwxu rihAw ivsmwdu ] (464-4, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Beholding His miracles, he remains in ecstatic wonderment. 
Vismad conveys the impact of the miracle on the beholder 
but there is the additional matter of the transformation 
wrought in the beholder. 
nwnk buJxu pUrY Bwig ]1] (464-4, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Says Nanak, he is blessed with perfected destiny, whose 
understanding becomes true understanding when his karmas 
are accounted for (karmic credit and debit is complete). 

 
BLOOD SOHILA 

 
KUn ky soihly gwvIAih nwnk rqu kw kuMgU pwie vy lwlo ]1] (723-
1, iqlµg, mÚ 1) 
Let us sing the joyful songs (sohile) of blood, Nanak, we 
have been anointed with the saffron mark (of blood), O Lalo. 
Nanak has been chosen with God above and behind him 
to swihb ky gux nwnku gwvY mws purI ivic AwKu msolw ] 
(723-1, iqlµg, mÚ 1) 
Nanak sings the glory of his Master. In the city of flesh (the 
body, the carnal self is differentiated from the spiritual self) 
he utters his pronouncements, pertaining to the matter (of 
death or suffering, for love of God). Death is to have a divine 
as well as a human significance. 
kwieAw kpVu tuku tuku hosI ihdusqwnu smwlsI bolw ] (723-
3, iqlµg, mÚ 1) 
The body-fabric will be in shreds, Hindustan will cherish 
these words. 
Guru Nanak utters the unutterable truth (hukmu n kihAw 
jweI), truth as he experiences it---in a complex 
phenomenon, as it is seen, heard, tasted, planted in the body 
as His Hukam. 

 
Guru Gobind Singh also created the Khalsa (the word means 
‘the pure, the chosen ones, God’s men’) in a rite of initiation 
through blood---the ‘death’ of five men who came to be 
known as the Panj Piyaras, the Five Beloved of the Lord, 
who were then raised to symbolic significance as the 
Congregation of Five (or more) and were imbued with the 
power of the Lord to take decisions in His Name and to lead 
the Khalsa, the fellowship established by the Tenth Guru 
when he partook of amrit, offered him by the five Sikhs 
whom he had himself initiated into the Khalsa. 

 
This symbolic dedication, so that the disciple and teacher 
become one, is wholly consistent with the egalitarian, 
reformist, casteless, spiritual aspiration, and in a society’s 
context, of Sikhism. And in a mystical sense, the wisdom of 
the assembled sadh sangat is God’s guidance to the 
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community. 
 

From the time of the arrival of the Arabs in the eighth 
century AD, Muslim conquests dominated Hindus but not 
Hinduism. During waves of conquests, rulers, from Mahmud 
of Ghazni to Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb, showed scant 
respect for the beliefs of the conquered, despising them as 
idolatrous and caste-ridden. Guru Nanak’s view was that this 
was another form of intolerance and ignorance: 
hukmu krih mUrK gwvwr ] (1169-4, bsMqu, mhlw 1) 
Only the foolish and the ignorant exert command over 
others.  

 
However, he taught his followers to shun considerations of 
caste and jaat (clan divisions) in society, and brahmanical 
rituals in religion, and focus on the realization of the One, 
the Supreme. Naam, Hukam and Shabad are some of the 
words he uses to express the mystical essence of the 
relationship between humanity and the sacred. 

 
prm qMq mih ryK n rUpu ]6] (953-3, rwmklI, mhlw 1) 
In the Supreme Essence there is no delineation (shape) 
or visible form. ‘When “Essence” is used of the 
Absolute it implies the dropping of all modes, adjuncts, 
relations and aspects’, writes John A Subhan (Sufism: 
Its Saints and Shrines). 

 
Essence and attribute: a distinction between the two, the 
divine essence (zat) and attributes (sifat), is a major tenet of 
Islamic theology. The relationship between the two is that 
God’s essence is unchanging and incomprehensible and 
therefore God makes Himself known to human beings 
through attributes. 
Sufis endeavour to approach God by working to recognise 
His attributes. 

 
Whereas in Islam man is resurrected in body to delight 
in Paradise or burn in Hell-fires, Guru Amar Das says: 
AwgY jwiq rUpu n jwie ] (363-11, Awsw, mÚ 3) 
Clan status and form do not go beyond. 

 
In Islam, Prophet Muhammad is believed to be the last in a 
line of prophets stretching back to Abraham, from whom 
Judaism and Christianity also claim descent. The Koran is 
believed to be the word of God, as revealed by the Angel 
Gabriel to Prophet Muhammad over a period of twenty-three 
years, from around 610 until his death in 632. In contrast, 
Guru Nanak is seen as a chosen disciple (sikh) of God. Guru 
Nanak confessed that he had been called to the Court of the 
Lord and told to drink Truth from a cup and spread the 
Revelation. In imbibing the divine message and in obedience 
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to Him, he became Guru in the Divine’s image. 
dInw nwQu jIAw kw dwqw pUry gur qy pwey ] (444-7, Awsw, mÚ 4) 
Master of the meek, Benefactor of all, can be found through 
the All-in-All Guru. 
gurU isKu isKu gurU hY eyko gur aupdysu clwey ] (444-8, Awsw, mÚ 4) 

Guru Nanak acknowledges notions of uncleanliness and 
practices of purification common to Hindus and 
Muslims, which lead some men to a more regulated daily 
life but the ideal, however difficult, was inner 
purification. 

 
nwie invwjw nwqY pUjw nwvin sdw sujwxI ] (150-3, mwJ, mÚ 1) 
After bathing, the Muslims recite their prayers, and after 
bathing, the Hindus perform their worship services. The 
wise always take cleansing baths. 
muieAw jIvidAw giq hovY jW isir pweIAY pwxI](150-4, mwJ, 
mÚ1) 
At the time of death (uncleanness associated with a corpse), 
and at the time of birth (uncleanness of the mother after 
childbirth) they are purified, when water is poured on their 
heads (the defiled are washed in ceremony of purification). 
 
However, says Guru Nanak: 
sUcy eyih n AwKIAih bhin ij ipMfw Doie ] (472-9, Awsw, mÚ 
1)  
Speak not of them as pure, who sit after washing their 
bodies.  
sUcy syeI nwnkw ijn min visAw soie ]2] (472-10, Awsw, mÚ 
1)  
Only they are unpolluted, says Nanak, in whose heart the 
Lord dwells. 

 
The arrival of Sufism and its convergence with the mystic 
traditions of Vedanta and Yoga led to the rise of the 
syncretic Bhakti movement. Kabir was a Sufi saint who 
embraced the name of Lord Rama as his chosen bhakti 
ideal. 

 
Like the word ‘khuda’ used by Muslims in Kabir’s time, 
‘Ram’ was used commonly by Hindus for God without 
referring to the divinized hero, Ramchandra, of the epic 
Ramayana, avatar of God Vishnu. 
rwm nwm ibnu ibrQy jig jnmw ] (1127-11, BYrau, mhlw 1) 
Without the Lord's Name, you have been fruitlessly born 
on earth (your life is worthless without remembrance of 
God). ibKu KwvY ibKu bolI bolY ibnu nwvY inhPlu mir BRmnw ]1] 
rhwau ] (1127-11, BYrau, mhlw 1) 
You eat poison, speak poisonous words; without (taking) 
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His Name, you die fruitlessly, and wander in endless cycles 
of rebirth. Says Guru Nanak, only God, manifest in Naam, 
can benefit your coming into the world. Reincarnation is a 
burden. Till today the word ‘Ram’ is repeated by the pall-
bearers and others taking a bier to the burning ghat or 
cremation ground. ‘Ram-Nam satya hai!’ is also chanted 
(translated as ‘God’s Name is Truth’). 

 
pwpu puMnu jW cY fWgIAw duAwrY icqR gupqu lyKIAw ] (1292-6, 
mlwr, Bgq nwmdyv jI) 
Sin and virtue are the standard-bearers at His Door; Chitr 
and Gupt are the recording angels of the conscious and 
subconscious. 
Drm rwie prulI pRiqhwru ] (1292-6, mlwr, Bgq nwmdyv 
jI)  
Dharma Rai is the door-man, who denies entry to those 
in whose mind God does not dwell. 
Before Judgement accounts are presented before Dharma 
Rai (God of Justice) whose scribes are Chitr and Gupt, 
attending upon each soul---Chitr for good actions and Gupt 
for evil.  

 
It is a Hindu belief that the servitors of Yama take the soul 
directly to Dharma Rai for judgement, Muslims believe the 
soul stays with the body in the grave till the Day of 
Judgement when the soul is sent to narak or swarg. 
hUr nUr musku KudwieAw bMdgI Alh Awlw hujrw ]5] (1083-
19, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Godliness is the beauty, the light and the fragrance in 
Paradise, the mortal’s enslavement to Allah the secluded 
meditation niche. 

 
Swarg is the heaven of Indra situated on Mount Meru. In 
post- Vedic mythology Vaikunth is the Heaven of Vishnu, 
both words have been used in the Granth Sahib but the 
concept of such a heaven has been rejected. For the gyani the 
Name is the supreme goal, the blessed Darshan: 
keI bYkuMT nwhI lvY lwgy ] (1078-7, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Myriads of heavens do not equal the Lord's Name. 
mukiq bpuVI BI igAwnI iqAwgy ] (1078-7, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
The spiritually wise forsake mere liberation (mukti, is cited 
as a bapuri, a poor, uncivilised, unregenerate entity)  
eykMkwru siqgur qy pweIAY hau bil bil gur drswiexw ]8] 
(1078- 7, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
The One Creator is found through the Satguru, I sacrifice all 
to the revelation (Guru's darshan). 

 
The verses in the Granth Sahib show that like Kabir, Guru 
Nanak and Guru Ram Das considered the yogis of the Nath 
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cult a group distinct from the so-called upper caste Hindus. 
bwbw gorKu jwgY ] (877-10, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
Baba, Gorakh ( Lord of the Universe) is ever awake. 
gorKu so ijin goie auTwlI krqy bwr n lwgY ]1] rhwau ] (877-
10, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
He is Gorakh, who sustains the earth; the Creator took no 
more than an instant. 
pwxI pRwx pvix bMiD rwKy cMdu sUrju muiK dIey ] (877-11, 
rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
Binding together water and air, He infused the breath of life 
into the body, and made the lamps of the sun and the moon. 
mrx jIvx kau DrqI dInI eyqy gux ivsry ]2] (877-11, 
rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
For dying and living He gave the earth, plentiful virtues 
we have lost. 
isD swiDk Aru jogI jMgm pIr purs bhuqyry ] (877-12, 
rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
Siddha seekers and wandering Yogis, present pirs, so 
many AYsy Bgq imlih jn nwnk iqn jmu ikAw krY ]4]4] 
(877-13, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
Joining in the assembly of such worshippers, as their 
servant, Nanak, what can Jum (Death’s Regent) do? 

 
 

jmu jMdwru joih nhI swkY srpin fis n skY hir kw rsu pIjY 
]1] rhwau ] (905-6, rwmklI, mhlw 1) 
Then the tyrannical Yama cannot touch one, and the she- 
serpent (Maya) cannot sting you: You drink in the 
sublime essence flowing from shasrachakra of the Lord. 
vrqu qpnu kir mnu nhI BIjY ] (905-4, rwmklI, mhlw 1) 

Fasting and austerities do not soften hardness of heart (born 
of egoistic self-will), allow it to soak in the divine essence, 
says Guru Nanak. 
hTu ingRhu kir kwieAw CIjY ] (905-4, rwmklI, mhlw 1) 
Obstinacy and severe restraints weaken the body. 

 
kWieAw swDY aurD qpu krY ivchu haumY n jwie ] (33-7, 
isrIrwgu, mÚ 3) 
You may discipline the body with extreme self-discipline, 
practice intense meditation hanging face-down, but the ego 
will not be eliminated from within. 
AiDAwqm krm jy kry nwmu n kb hI pwie ] (33-8, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 3)  
You may perform religious rituals, and still never obtain the 
Naam, the Name of the Lord. 
gur kY sbid jIvqu mrY hir nwmu vsY min Awie ]1] (33-
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8, isrIrwgu, mÚ 3) 
Through the Word of the Guru's Shabad, remain dead while 
yet alive, and the Name of the Lord shall come to dwell 
within the mind. 

 
During his travels Nanak was seen as belonging to the sant 
tradition of North India but Bhai Gurdas (1558-1637), 
nephew of Guru Amar Das, clarifies in his Vaars that Nanak 
rejected the old traditions and scriptures and encouraged the 
use of his own compositions: the Japji, Sodar and Aarti, 
amongst others. The First Var of Bhai Gurdas gives an 
account of the developments which were to culminate in the 
devotees of Guru Nanak becoming a distinctive community 
and a separate Indian religion. 

 
Worship of ancestors in the shraddh ceremonies (charity 
given in the name of the deceased to Brahmins), the reliance 
upon astrology as a determinant of daily action and 
behaviour, belief in the auspiciousness and inauspiciousness 
of days and hours, extreme asceticism, ritual pilgrimages (to 
find a place in heaven), and the acceptance of the office of 
Brahmin priests as being intermediary between God and 
man, are all censured. 
iesqRI qij kir kwim ivAwipAw icqu lwieAw pr 
nwrI](1013- 8,mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Abandoning cohabitation with women he is still troubled 
by lust, his mind is fixed on women belonging to others. 
AMqir ibKu bwhir inBrwqI qw jmu kry KuAwrI ]6] (1013-9, 
mwrU, mÚ 1) 
With poison inside but glib talk of pure knowledge outside, 
the Lord of Death finishes him off (man is destroyed). 

 
Yogic niyam of celibacy (brahmacharya) is decried, 
however, and the householder’s life advised as more 
conducive to sexual restraint. The life of self-mortification 
idealised since legendary times, depicted in the epics 
Ramayana and Mahabharata, gives way to a life of love for 
God and service to humanity, a stark discipline of prayer, 
self-sacrifice and obedience--- the Sikh’s tapah being 
meditation, and reading and recitation of the hymns of the 
Gurus, and a mystical reliance on the One God’s Will. 

 
so jpu so qpu sw bRq pUjw ijqu hir isau pRIiq lgwie ] (720-
12, bYrwVI, mÚ 4) 
That is chanting, that is austerity, that is fasting and worship-
-- which attaches man to God in eternal love. 
qpy qpIsr jogIAw qIriQ gvnu kry ] (70-15, isrIrwgu, mÚ 5) 
Ascetics may practice abstinence, jogis may go on 
pilgrimages, but if they are not dyed (imbued) with the love 
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of the Nirguna Brahma, then they will surely go to hell: 
rMgu n lgI pwrbRhm qw srpr nrky jwie ]5] (70-16, 
isrIrwgu, mÚ 5) 

Islam bans the construction, possession, or worship of idols 
or icons in any form. Guru Nanak also criticised idol 
worship as fruitless and misguided. 

 
Guru Arjun Dev says: 
n pwQru bolY nw ikCu dyie ] (1160-8, BYrau, mhlw 5) 
The stone (idol) does not speak, nor grant anything. 
Pokt krm inhPl hY syv ]2] (1160-8,BYrau, mhlw 5)  
Hollow ritual and fruitless is such service. 
jy imrqk kau cMdnu cVwvY ] (1160-9, BYrau, mhlw 5) 

If you anoint a corpse with sandalwood 
aus qy khhu kvn Pl pwvY ] (1160-9, BYrau, mhlw 5) 
What, say, does anybody receive from that? 
jy imrqk kau ibstw mwih rulweI ] (1160-9, BYrau, mhlw 5) 
If a corpse is rolled in filth, 
qW imrqk kw ikAw Git jweI ]3] (1160-10, BYrau, mhlw 5) 
Then what does the corpse lose? 

 
Guru Nanak also forbade worshipping at tombs and 
dargahs. 
duibDw n pVau hir ibnu horu n pUjau mVY mswix n jweI ](634-
8, soriT, mhlw 1) 
I am not thrown into doubts, I worship no other than God, I do 
not go to tombs or cremation grounds (to beg intercession 
of the deceased) 
iqRsnw rwic n pr Gir jwvw iqRsnw nwim buJweI ] (634-8, 
soriT, mhlw 1) 
With desire of gain I do not enter the homes of others. 
His Name has extinguished all my cravings. 

 
However, faith in the baraka (blessings) from the tombs of 
famous Sufis attracted large numbers of Muslims and 
Hindus. Village folk believed their difficulties would be 
solved by the spirits of those whom the graves 
commemorated. Many later embraced Islam under the 
guidance of local Sufis or in fulfilment of vows made at a 
time of need. 

 
Guru Nanak rejects both Hindu and Muslim practices and 
claims of intercession, which were led by Hindu pujaris 
(who officiated at ceremonies and rituals) and frenzied 
maulvis and dervishes (darveshes and qalanders were 
believed to have supernatural powers to cure diseases, grant 
birth of sons, etc). The reputed ability of Sufis to perform 
miracles also made an impact on the superstitious, poverty 
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ridden and oppressed masses, who were otherwise ignorant 
of the puritanical laws of the Shari’a or the rigid rules of 
Hindu ritual worship, ritual cleansing and institutionalized 
differentiation between castes and clans. 

 
Both Guru Nanak and Sant Kabir advocated direct 
personal experience and knowing: 
bwmnu gurU hY jgq kw Bgqn kw guru nwih ] (1377-7, slok, 
kbIr jIau) 
The Brahmin is the guru of the world, not the guru of 
saintly devotees. 
AriJ auriJ kY pic mUAw cwrau bydhu mwih ]237] (1377-
7, slok, kbIr jIau) 
Trapped in arguments and disputations, he dies in the 
perplexities of the four Vedas. 
In their place Sikhism offered a simple but unyielding 
discipline of worship of One God, meditation, and singing 
and recitation of scripture and the breaking of bread together 
(langar), all men being equal. 

 
THE CONCEALED TALE 

 
AkQu kQhu mnu mnih smweI ] (1031-3, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Guru Nanak says the telling (after being led into knowledge) 
of a true tale of God is beyond man (knowledge of God is by 
the grace of His revelation alone); it is told in the heart by the 
heart and becomes one with it. 

 
The difficulty of fully conveying spiritual realization is 
expressed in the utterances of the six Gurus and fourteen 
Bhagats (in the Granth Sahib the title Bhagat designates the 
saintly poets, other than the Gurus) whose compositions are 
compiled in the Granth Sahib. There is, however, no 
conflict between the doctrines of the Gurus and those of the 
Bhagats. This is not to deny the individuality of the voices 
of the Bhagats or to minimize the originality of their 
expressions on the subject of death and salvation. 

 
In some of the most remarkable verses ever written on the 
subject of death Shaikh Farid-ud-Din Ganj I-Shakkar 
validates the universal terror experienced at the thought of 
one’s own death or the death of loved ones. 

 
Also known as Baba (Father, in Arabic), Farid says, the 
shaykhs and their disciples have all departed, each in his 
own turn: 
PrIdw duhu dIvI blµidAw mlku bihTw Awie ] (1380-7, slok, 
syK PrId) 

Farida, while the two lamps (eyes) are still alight, Death 
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arrives and sits down 
gVu lIqw Gtu luitAw dIvVy gieAw buJwie ]48] (1380-8, 
slok, syK PrId) 
It seizes the fortress (body), plunders the home (heart), and 
extinguishing the lamps, departs. 
AwieE bMdw dunI ivic viq AwsUxI bMin@ ] (1383-6, slok, syK 
PrId jI) 
Man comes into the world again with high hopes bound 
mlkl mauq jW AwvsI sB drvwjy BMin ] (1383-6, slok, 
syK PrId jI) 
When the Angel of Death comes, breaking down all the doors, 
iqn@w ipAwirAw BweIAW AgY idqw bMin@ ] (1383-7, slok, syK 
PrId jI) 
In front of his beloved brothers, it ties him up. 
vyKhu bMdw cilAw chu jixAw dY kMin@ ] (1383-7, slok, syK 
PrId jI) 
See, the man being carried away on the shoulders of four men! 

 
But Kabir surprises the reader with the sublime view that 
death is a state infinitely preferable to living: 
kbIr ijsu mrny qy jgu frY myrY min Awnµdu ] (1365-12, 
slok, kbIr jIau) 
Kabir, death, of which the world is afraid, it fills my mind 
with bliss. 
mrny hI qy pweIAY pUrnu prmwnµdu ]22] (1365-13, sSlok, 
kbIr jIau) 
It is only by dying that we find perfect Parmanand 
(Supreme Bliss). 

 
iesu qn Dn kI kvn bfweI ] (326-13, gauVI, kbIr jI) 
This body, this wealth, what is its praise? 
Drin prY aurvwir n jweI ]1] rhwau ] (326-13, gauVI, kbIr 
jI)  
(It ends up) prostrate on the ground---it goes not with you to 
the far shore (the world beyond this life, this turbulent sea). 

 
PrIdw mauqY dw bMnw eyvY idsY ijau drIAwvY Fwhw ] (1383-2, 
slok, syK PrId jI) 

Farida, there is no shoring up life against death, which can 
occur like the river-bank’s sudden erosion. As the river 
brings down the embankment, so are brought down all 
earthly devices against death. 
AgY dojku qipAw suxIAY hUl pvY kwhwhw ] (1383-2, slok, 
syK PrId jI) 
Before you lies the inferno from which shrieks and cries 
of lamentation are heard. 
Like Christians, Muslims believe that after death they 
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will appear (be resurrected) before God---in their bodies. 
Hence hell-fires are literally the means of punishment by 
conflagration. 

 
In the Day of Judgement, cited in the Koran, the deeds of 
men are called to witness: 
Aml ij kIiqAw dunI ivic sy drgh Egwhw ]98] (1383-
3, slok, syK PrId jI) 
If their actions are in obedience to the Law they will 
be evidence in the Lord’s Dargah (Court of 
Judgement). 

 
kvnu nrku ikAw surgu ibcwrw sMqn doaU rwdy ] (969-16, 
rwmklI, kbIr jIau) 
But says Kabir, which hell, what heaven, have you 
pondered? The Saints reject them both. Kabir’s rejection of 
both these views is endorsed by the Sikh Gurus in the 
Granth Sahib. 

 
DEATH SCOURGE OF GOD 

 
Referring to the invasion by Babur, the first of the Mughals, 
Guru Nanak acknowledges the reality of death and 
destruction as the scourge of God (in the Semitic tradition): 
Kurwswn Ksmwnw kIAw ihMdusqwnu frwieAw] (360-12,Awsw, mhlw 1) 
Gaining suzerainty over Khurasan, he terrified Hindustan 
AwpY dosu n dyeI krqw jmu kir muglu cVwieAw ] (360-12, 
Awsw, mhlw 1) 
The Creator did not blame Himself, he had mounted 
the Mughal as Jum (Yama, god of death). 
jy iqsu BwvY dy vifAweI jy BwvY dyie sjwie ]4](417-8, Awsw,mÚ 1) 

If it pleases God, He bestows greatness; if it pleases Him, 
He awards punishment. 

 
I differentiate between Sikh beliefs and the doctrines of 
other religions, namely Hinduism and Islam, in the more 
than two centuries that span the birth of Guru Nanak in1469 
and the death of Guru Gobind Singh in 1708, Jainism and 
Buddhism not being central to the God-centric religious 
traditions of the Punjab.  
Guru Nanak has stated: 
ibnu jgdIs khw scu pwvau ]6] (225-12, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Without Jagdish (God’s grace), man cannot find truth. 

 
My purpose in drawing a comparison between the doctrines 
of the major religions practiced in India, in relation to death, 
is neither exclusion nor inclusion, but the augmentation of 
world understanding of Sikh philosophical thought and 
mystical poetry. However, these are not the only means used 
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by the Sikh Gurus for conveying the profound revelation that 
came to Guru Nanak and which became the wellspring of 
Sikh syncretism and mysticism. As is said in the Rig Veda, it 
is the Spiritual Illuminations that make the Path for man; the 
Path itself is a Sacrifice. 

 
Human beings must make a greater consecration and 
more complete surrender to God of all that is here in this 
life, including life itself. 
ds AwT lIKy hovih pwis ] (1169-1, bsMqu, mhlw 1) 
One may possess ten and eight Puranas written by hand 
cwry byd muKwgr pwiT ] (1169-1, bsMqu, mhlw 1) 
Have all four Vedas on the tip of one’s tongue for recitation 
purbI nwvY vrnW kI dwiq ] (1169-2, bsMqu, mhlw 1) 
On important days (purab) bathe (at sacred spots) and give 
charity in right accordance with one’s varana 
vrq nym kry idn rwiq ]2] (1169-2, bsMqu, mhlw 1) 
One may fast and perform religious rituals day and night. 
kwjI mulW hovih syK ] (1169-2, bsMqu, mhlw 1) 
One may be a qazi (religious judge), a mullah (scholar) or a 
shaykh (leader or teacher), 
jogI jMgm Bgvy ByK ] (1169-3, bsMqu, mhlw 1) 
A jogi, wandering hermit or one wearing saffron-colored robes 
(as a sign of worldly renunciation) 
ibnu bUJy sB KVIAis bMiD ]3] (1169-3, bsMqu, mhlw 1) 
But without unravelling that which is hidden, all are bound 
and led away by Death (destroyed). 

 
Says Guru Amar Das, the truth is hidden, but known: 
jogI hovw jig Bvw Gir Gir BIiKAw lyau ] (1089-7, mwrU,  
mÚ 3)  
If I were a Jogi wandering the earth, accepting alms from 
house to house (even) as a Jogi wandering the earth, 
accepting alms from house to house 
drgh lyKw mMgIAY iksu iksu auqru dyau ] (1089-8, mwrU, mÚ 3) 
In the dargah of the Lord I will be asked to give an account 
of my deeds, who all will I answer for the debt I owe them? 
(Ask others for nothing, even to sustain one’s life, one 
always has Truth.) 
iBiKAw nwmu sMqoKu mVI sdw scu hY nwil ] (1089-8, mwrU,  
mÚ 3)  
His Name is the alms I seek in the temple of contentment 
because Truth is always with me. 

 
MOKSHA 

 
The image of heaven as a place of comfort or pleasure is 
rejected in favour of the state of nearness to God. Guru 
Nanak says: The lover of God’s presence is unconcerned 
with heaven and hell. The concept of mukti as freedom from 
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rebirth is replaced with the experiencing of the presence of 
God beyond sensory experience: 
rwju n cwhau mukiq n cwhau min pRIiq crn kmlwry ] (534-4, 
dyvgMDwrI mhlw 5) 
I do not seek power, I do not seek liberation. My mind is 
in love with Thy lotus feet. 
The feet being the lowest part of the body, of which the head 
is the glory, to sit at the feet or fall at the feet of somebody is 
to humble oneself. 
bRhm mhys isD muin ieMdRw moih Twkur hI drswry ]1] (534-4, 
dyvgMDwrI mhlw 5) 
Brahma, Shiva, the Siddhas, the silent sages and Indra --- I 
seek only a vision of Him. 
The humble long for His darshan (vision), the means of 
communication them and God. They are satisfied and 
comforted by His vision (which implies a relationship 
between God and his devotee). (The jiv may be born again or 
obtain some respite or be granted the presence of God, his 
development complete). 

 
Inner purity is essential to deliverance: 
bwhir dyv pKwlIAih jy mnu DovY koie ] (489-5, gUjrI, mhlw 
1)  
Wash the god (stone idol) on the outside, only if you would 
wash your heart inwardly, says Guru Nanak, referring to 
the morning temple ritual of bathing the deity with milk. 
jUiT lhY jIau mwjIAY moK pieAwxw hoie ]2] (489-6, gUjrI,  
mhlw 1) 
Falsehood would fall away, your mind would be 
scrubbed clean, and you would walk the path of moksha 
(liberation). 

 
Inner devotion is truer than ritual worship of stone idols 
in finding moksha: 
ihMdU mUly BUly AKutI jWhI ] (556-9, ibhwgVw, mÚ 1) 
Hindus have forgotten the Essence; they walk on the 
fruitless path. 
nwrid kihAw is pUj krWhI ] AMDy guMgy AMD AMDwru 
](556- 9,ibhwgVw, mÚ 1) 
As Narad instructed them, they worship idols. They are 
blind, mute, and dwell in the darkest of darkness. 

 
sbdu gurU suriq Duin cylw ] (943-1, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
The Shabad is the Guru, says Guru Nanak, upon whom I 
focus my consciousness (surati) as a disciple of dhun 
(dhvani), the primordial manifestation of sound (naad). 

 
Sikhism emphasises the construction of inner elements of 
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surati (the highest stage of meditative consciousness of the 
individual that leads to super-consciousness) for the 
teachings and wisdom: 
iqQY GVIAY suriq miq min buiD ] (8-2, jpu, mÚ 1) 

kbIr pwhnu prmysuru kIAw pUjY sBu sMswru ] (1371-14, slok, 
Bgq kbIr jI) 
Kabir, someone makes of stone a Parmeshwar and the 
whole world begins to worship the stone. 
ies Brvwsy jo rhy bUfy kwlI Dwr ]136] (1371-15, slok, Bgq 
kbIr jI) 
Those who rely on such a belief drown in the flow of Kaal. 

 
DETACH THE MIND 

 
Guru Amar Das records the mystical realization that the 
mind innately possesses divine attributes, being separable 
from the world of existence it perceives, and is therefore 
innately detached from the body, whose existence is 
inseparable from the world of matter. 

 
gur kY sbid rqw bYrwgI inj Gir qwVI lweI ]6] (1232-13, 
swrMg, mÚ 1) 
The renunciant, imbued with the Word of the Guru, 
becomes identified with the object of his meditation (the 
Supreme One) within the home of his innermost being. 
mn kw suBwau sdw bYrwgI ] (1129-1, BYrau, mhlw 3) 
It is the nature of the mind to remain forever alienated 
(dispassionate about ephemerality), to perceive the perceiver 
as apart from the things perceived. 
sB mih vsY AqIqu AnrwgI ]5] (1129-2, BYrau, mhlw 3) 
The detached dispassionate loving God dwells within all. 
It is man’s life in the human body that strives to shore up 
recompense, a return for acts of obedience to God, to be rid 
of itself (and unceasing rebirth). Without the body, the soul 
or munn could not do so because it is only by overcoming 
that which one can do (evil) that one can shore up credit. If 
men were incapable of evil then there would be no credit in 
overcoming evil. 

 
jnm mrxu invwrIAY duKu n jm puir hoie ] (405-4, Awsw,  
mÚ 5)  
Freeing oneself from birth and death, one does not suffer in 
Jumpur, the City of Death. 
kbIr myrI buiD kau jmu n krY iqskwr ] (1371-18, slok, 
Bgq kbIr jI) 
Kabir, Jum shall not offend my understanding. 
ijin iehu jmUAw isrijAw su jipAw privdgwr ]140] (1371-
19, slok, Bgq kbIr jI) 
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The one who birthed and fashioned Jum, I have 
worshipped him, the Provider. 

 
siqgur kY BwxY jo clY hir syqI rilAw ] (1245-9, swrMg,  
mÚ 2)  
One who walks in harmony with Satgur’s bhana (His will 
for us and our life, including death), he becomes one with 
the Lord, is protected from the gaze of Jumkaal. 
jmkwlu joih n skeI Git cwnxu bilAw ] (1245-9, swrMg,  

mÚ 2)  

The Lord of Death cannot even see him in whose heart the 
(spiritual) light burns. 

 
Guru Nanak says externalities like pilgrimages, austerities 
and trappings are of far less spiritual importance than 
personal virtues of faith, obedience, compassion and 
forgiveness. The way to spiritual growth is through 
remembrance of the Word and daily living on a path that 
acknowledges the universal presence and love of the divine 
within each human being. 

 
He extols the man (Gurmukh) who looks to God for 
everything (as opposed to the man (Munmukh) who looks 
only to himself): 
 gurmuiK nwdM gurmuiK vydM gurmuiK rihAw smweI ] (2-8, jpu,  
mÚ 1)  
The Gurmukh is of the mystic harmony, Naad, the 
manifestation of the unmanifested Absolute; the Gurmukh  
is of the wisdom of the ved; the Gurmukh is absorbed in the 
Divine. Here ved like pothi means a book of spiritual 
knowledge and the Gurmukh’s spiritual practice is shabda-
yoga. 

 
The tradition of sacred sound and sonic mysticism has 
existed since millennia in India---Shabda yoga (its 
combination of sound, word and meaning) transforms 
human consciousness, enabling union with the Divine. 

 
Guru Nanak went a step further than the rishis of old when 
he designated the musical notes or ragas in which his verses 
were to be sung. In the Indian music tradition ragas were 
believed to alter states of body and mind, leading to a state of 
heightened consciousness in which arise spiritual perceptions 
outside reason. 
sBnw rwgW ivic so Blw BweI ijqu visAw min Awie ] (1423-
17, slok vwrW qy vDIk, mÚ 4) 
Among all raagas are those sublime, O brother, by which 
the divine enters and dwells in the mind. 
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This was the basis for Guru Arjun Dev’s compilation and 
designation of nineteen raagas in the Granth Sahib, all hymns 
being thus designated, according to the ancient Indian music 
tradition, which maintains that the cosmic order is reflected in 
the order and harmony of music, and in the sounds produced 
by the human vocal chords when combining sound with word 
and meaning. Ignorance of the precepts and principles of this 
ancient tradition of music have left a lacuna in my 
commentary on my selected quotations from the Granth 
Sahib, which I deeply regret. The choice of these nineteen 
raagas needs the attention of Sikh scholars and musicians. 

 
The impossibility of conveying to the fullest extent the joy of 
realization is expressed throughout the utterances of the six 
Gurus and fourteen Bhagats (the title Bhagat designates the 
saintly poets of the Granth Sahib, other than the Gurus), 
whose compositions are compiled in the Granth Sahib. There 
is no conflict between the doctrines expressed by the Gurus 
and the views of the Bhagats. This is not to deny the 
individual voice expressed in the verses of the Bhagats or to 
minimize their unique contribution to the theme of death and 
salvation in the Granth Sahib. 

 
THE AILING WORLD 

 
pauxu pwxI bYsMqru rogI rogI Driq sBogI ](1153-11, BYrau, 
mhlw 1)  
Air, water and fire are diseased, the world with its 
enjoyments is diseased, says Guru Nanak. Imperfection is its 
very condition---then, when the disease cannot be cured, men 
will die of it. This is also given. 
rogI bRhmw ibsnu srudRw rogI sgl sMswrw](1153-12, BYrau,  
mhlw 1) 
The post-Vedic Puranas describe the universe as undergoing 
an eternal cycle of creation, preservation, and dissolution, 
represented by the trinity of Brahma the creator, Vishnu the 
preserver, and Shiva the destroyer (different aspects of the 
Supreme). Guru Nanak unequivocally states that these 
popular Hindu deities are subject to change, being a part of 
rogi sansar. 

 
His scope of inclusion is everything, space and time, 
even generations into the future: 
mwq ipqw mwieAw dyh is rogI rogI kutMb sMjogI]3](1153-
11, BYrau,mhlw 1) 
Mother, father, ail because of their maya-ridden body, family 
and relatives are also sick. All who have assumed human 
form and are bound in maya are afflicted. 
jo jnmy sy roig ivAwpy ] (352-15, Awsw, mÚ 1) 

http://www.questia.com/library/encyclopedia/101233968
http://www.questia.com/library/encyclopedia/101276942
http://www.questia.com/library/encyclopedia/101270796
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Whoever is born is troubled by disease, 
haumY mwieAw dUiK sMqwpy ] (352-15, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
Self-interest, attachments, grief, causes agitation. 

 
Kabir paints a starker picture: 
kbIr bYdu mUAw rogI mUAw mUAw sBu sMswru ] (1368-3, slok, 
Bgq kbIr jI) 
The physician is dying/dead, the patient is dying/dead, 
the whole world is dying/dead. 
eyku kbIrw nw mUAw ijh nwhI rovnhwru ]69] (1368-3, slok, 
Bgq kbIr jI) 
Only Kabir is not dead who has no mourners (for whom 
nobody weeps, the worldly fortunately do not associate 
with him). 

 
Says Guru Arjun Dev, the Name of the Lord is the 
miraculous cure: 
nwmu AvKDu ijin jn qyrY pwieAw ] (107-19, mwJ, mÚ 5) 
Thy servitor who receives the medicine of the Naam (for sin 
as well as disease) 
jnm jnm kw rogu gvwieAw ] (108-1, mwJ, mÚ 5) 
He is rid of disease from birth to birth. 

 

 
8 

 
MARTYRDOM IN THE 

SIKH TRADITION 

This final chapter describes the importance of the doctrine 
of martyrdom in Sikh philosophy and history. It elaborates 
on a special meaning given to death through the act of 
martyrdom---for the first time in a religion birthed in India. 
In Sikhism the meaning, concept and practice of martyrdom 
is significantly not derived from Hindu or pre-Hindu 
religious belief systems prevailing in Guru Nanak’s time. 

 
For Guru Nanak martyrdom signified dying for a cause and 
death on the battle field, fighting the enemies of the Sikh 
community. He also glorified mystical death, in the love of 
God, as self- surrender and the annihilation of the ego-self. 
The bold commitment to eradicating one’s weaknesses by 
waging war as a spiritual warrior was the inspiration for the 
birth of a martial spirit: 
rwjn rwm rvY ihqkwir ] (931-2, rwmklI dKxI, mÚ 1) 
The good love and recite the Name of the Sovereign  
rx mih lUJY mnUAw mwir ] (931-2, rwmklI dKxI, 
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mÚ 1)  
Battle in a war to conquer the mind. 

 
This chapter analyses the seed sown by Guru Nanak in 
ascribing great meaning to voluntary death, to the ultimate 
sacrifice, made for the love of God. His doctrines bore the 
fruit of a new order, through the sacrament of blood enacted 
by the Tenth Guru, Guru Gobind Singh. By the initiation of 
the first five initiates, called the Panj Piyaras (Beloved 
Five), through ‘martyrdom’, Guru Gobind Singh established 
the Khalsa Panth (Order of the Pure) in 1708.  
 
The fraternal ideal was the soldier-saint. In the years 
following the birth of the Khalsa, the men deemed martyrs 
by the Sikh community, further amplified the meaning of 
martyrdom to death of heroes, in war, and to the exemplary 
manner of dying of those executed or assassinated by 
tyrannical rulers. In the form it has taken in Sikh history, 
Sikh martyrdom has changed the history, the society, the 
moral status and the spiritual life of India. 

 
SHAHID 

In the Granth Sahib the word for martyr is shahid, derived 
from the Arabic verbal root shuhada which occurs in the 
Koran in two senses: as witness (shahidan) to the truth, and 
as a sacrifice to Allah. In meditative practice Muslims 
perform dhikr or repetition of a phrase using the words 
‘Allahu shahidi’ (God who witnesses me). The idea of 
martyrdom was first espoused by Mohammed the Prophet, 
whose nephew was the first martyr of Islam. Jihad needs the 
blood of martyrs. In Christianity, the blood-sacrifice of 
Christ is offered to redeem mankind. 

 
In the Sikh tradition, Guru Nanak was the first to espouse 
sacrifice of the self as an offering, as an expression of 
devotion to God. 
Before Guru Nanak’s time the term shahid was used for 
one who voluntarily laid down his life in battle against 
unbelievers. The eulogizing of such Islamic martyrs was 
known in the Punjab. 
Moreover, Kabir and others in the Sant tradition had given 
currency to the concept of shahid as one who testifies to his 
faith, in the name of Truth, by his willingness to die to 
uphold it. 

 
The deeds of men who were called Sikh martyrs in the 
centuries following the birth of the Khalsa (in 1708) further 
amplified the meaning to include those who met an 
exemplary death in battle against enemies of the community, 
and those who had demonstrated an inspiring manner of 
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meeting death, when subjected to torture and execution by 
the Mughal rulers of the time. 

 
Martyrdom is rooted in love for the divine, is a dynamic 
of self-relinquishment in love, expressed mystically in the 
sacrament of blood. 
 
THE KNIFE OF TRUTH  
 
Guru Nanak, who held the ascension to Truth the highest 
quest of humankind, describes death by steel, the knife of 
Truth: 
sc kI kwqI scu sBu swru ] (956-2, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
The knife of Truth (where sach is a designation of God),  
and true its steel. Truth is the essence of everything. 
GwVq iqs kI Apr Apwr ] (956-2, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
Its making is incomparably beautiful. 
sbdy swx rKweI lwie ] (956-2, rwmklI, 
mÚ1)  
It is sharpened on the grindstone of the shabad.  
gux kI QykY ivic smwie ] (956-3, rwmklI, 
mÚ 1)  
It is placed in the scabbard of virtue. 
iqs dw kuTw hovY syKu ] (956-3, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
If then it kills the Shaikh (in the ritual way prescribed by 
Muslim law) 
lohU lbu inkQw vyKu ] (956-3, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
Watch the blood of greed spill out. 
hoie hlwlu lgY hik jwie ] (956-3, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
One (whose empirical self is killed) becomes halal 
(prepared in accordance with Islam) and is attached to the 
Truth (Haqq) hereafter. 
nwnk dir dIdwir smwie ]2] (956-4, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
Nanak, at the Lord’s door, one is absorbed in His Blessed Vision. 

 
Guru Gobind Singh’s kharag loh recalls Guru Nanak’s 
above sc kI kwqI in his apotheosis of the Khalsa Panth 
(True Brotherhood of realized souls), through the 
performance of the sacrament of blood. From mystical death 
in the war within, as enunciated by the First Guru, to 
physical beheading in battles upholding the Tenth Guru’s 
Khalsa Panth, in 250 yrs (the span of the lives of the Ten 
Gurus) the new religion transformed the history, society and 
moral values of India. 

 
KHARAG 

 
The Divine is the wielder of the sword. The kharag is a 
symbol of the sword that kills and so liberates. Liberation is 
not possible without death, without shedding blood---in the 



241  

Jewish feast of the Passover blood is shed, usually that of a 
lamb, to mark the believers who seek salvation, as was 
promised by the shedding of the blood of Christ for man. 
And the proof thereon (the birad) in the resurrection of 
Christ, that indeed a covenant (solemn pledge) has been 
made between the Lord and his creatures, is kept supreme 
above everything else encountered in worldly life. 

 
Guru Nanak established the mystical Kingdom and Guru 
Gobind Singh envisioned in it the Brotherhood of the Pure, 
the Khalsa, by the deification of the sword, thus preserving 
and emphasizing the exalted meaning of kharag. 

 
Guru Nanak established a fortress of Truth, giving it the 
strongest foundations (faith and devotion). 
 
miq gur Awqm dyv dI KVig joir prwkuie jIA dY ] (966-17, 
rwmklI, blvMif qy sqw) 
The might of the sword is the metaphysical knowing 
beyond reason or imagination, the power of which he 
handed to Lehna. The Guru gave Lehna the right 
knowledge of Paramatma which was powerful, strong and 
good. The almighty sword of the Teachings advanced 
(gave udham and bal to ) Lehna’s soul. The inner meaning 
of the royal sword and canopy is the glory, the spiritual 
kingship, that Guru Nanak bestowed on Lehna 
guir cyly rhrwis kIeI nwnik slwmiq QIvdY ] (966-17, 
rwmklI, blvMif qy sqw) 
The Guru then beseeched his disciple, and Nanak, 
while still alive, transferred guruship to Lehna. 

 
In impassioned mystical rapture the great Sufi Jalallu’Din 
Rumi wrote: 
‘Oh the cold lover, clad in the garment of shame, who for 
fear of his life flees from the Beloved! 
Oh the disgrace even to women, look, the hundreds of 
thousands of souls clapping their hands and rushing upon 
the Sword of His Love!’ 
In his Mathnawi Rumi had asked: When have I become 
less by dying? 
 
THE HEROIC END 

The lore of martyrdom in Sikhism employs the symbolism of 
battle and the battlefield. Violent means are not directly 
condoned or glorified, but belief in the sadh sangat and the 
Khalsa as special and, therefore, as a worldly consequence, 
embattled, gives Sikhs a worldview in which they believe 
they are left with no recourse but to fight to the death when 
faith is threatened. 
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The Sikh martyr battles for dharma. The Sikh martyr is 
the manliest man among men, says Guru Arjun Dev. 
True bhakti is conceived as a heroic path, the path of the 
heroic lover of God. 
 jw kau imhr imhr imhrvwnw ] (1084-11, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
He who is blessed by the mercy of the most Merciful Lord, 
soeI mrdu mrdu mrdwnw ] (1084-11, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
He is a man, most manly. The infusion of holiness raises the 
ordinary man above the animal (mwxs qy dyvqy Bey), and 
makes him the manliest (most courageous, strong and 
competent) among men. 

 
The warrior Sikh recognizes his duty toward Akal Purakh--
-to obey Him, never to disown Him, to be faithful to His 
Word and to esteem it before all else in the world. Both the 
existence of God and everlasting life in Him, are postulates 
of the life of the martyr (shahid). 

 
In one of the concluding swayiyas in Chandi Charitra Ukti 
Bilas, Guru Gobind Singh prays for martyrdom: 
ਦੇਹ ਿਸਵਾ ਬਰ ਮੋਿਹ ਇਹੈ ਸੁਭ ਕਰਮਨ ਤ ੇਕਬਹੰੂ ਨ ਟਰ� ॥ 
O Lord of Might, grant me this boon that I may never 
hesitate from righteous deeds. 
ਨ ਡਰ� ਅਿਰ ਸੋ ਜਬ ਜਾਇ ਲਰ� ਿਨਸਚ ੈਕਰ ਅਪਨੀ ਜੀਤ ਕਰ� ॥ 
I may be fearless and when I fight, with  resolve, I secure my victory.  
ਅਰੁ ਿਸਖ ਹ� ਆਪਨ�  ਹੀ ਮਨ ਕੌ ਇਹ ਲਾਲਚ ਹਉ ਗੁਨ ਤਉ ਉਚਰ� ॥ 
And may I ever instruct my mind to desire to ever utter Thy praises   
ਜਬ ਆਵ ਕੀ ਅਉਧ ਿਨਦਾਨ ਬਨ�  ਅਤ ਹੀ ਰਨ ਮੈ ਤਬ ਜੂਝ ਮਰ� ॥੨੩੧॥ 
When I approach the end of my life, may I joust on the 
battlefield and die fighting 
Martyrdom became the archetypal heroic end. Guru Gobind 
Singh’s concept of martyrdom, absolute preparedness to lay 
down one’s life in battle, was in line with the teaching of 
Guru Nanak. 
AwpnVw mnu vycIAY isru dIjY nwly ] (420-9, Awsw, mÚ 1) 

Sell your mind to Him and with it give your head, too. 
 

Guru Amar Das had said: 
iehu isru dIjY Awpu gvwey ] (424-3, Awsw, mÚ 3) 
Give this head (as an offering), let the self be lost. 

 
gur prswdI pweIAY inhclu Dnu DIrw ] (511-6, gUjrI kI vwr,  
mÚ 3)  
By Guru's Grace, the enduring wealth is obtained: 
forbearance (the ability to bear the unbearable burden with 
fortitude) 
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ikrpw qy hir min vsY BytY guru sUrw ] (511-7, gUjrI kI vwr,  
mÚ 3)  
By His favor, the Lord abides within, and one is gifted the 
vision of the Warrior of the Guru (Soora). 

 
The Tenth Guru’s command, to bear the utmost adversity 
with faith and love for God, helped establish martyrdom 
as the Sikh’s patrimony: 
ਿਮੱਤਰ ਿਪਆਰੇ ਨੰੂ ਹਾਲ ਮੁਰੀਦਾ ਦਾ ਕਿਹਣਾ ॥ 
(When you meet Him), tell my Beloved Friend the plight 
(as a consequence of the pledge Guru Gobind Singh and his 
soldiers had taken) of his disciples (suffering the outermost 
limits of privation and suffering at the hands of butchers). 
ਤੁਧੁ ਿਬਨੁ ਰੋਗੁ ਰਜਾਈਆ ਦਾ ਓਢਣ ਨਾਗ ਿਨਵਾਸਾ ਦ ੇਹਿਹਣਾ ॥ 
Without You disease is our coverlet and the pit of 
snakes our abode. 
ਸੂਲ ਸੁਰਾਹੀ ਖੰਜਰ ਿਪਆਲਾ ਿਬੰਗ ਕਸਾਈਆ ਂਦਾ ਸਿਹਣਾ ॥  
The stake (bhala) and dagger are our pitcher and cup, we 
have to suffer murderous assault at the hands of butchers. 
ਯਾਰੜ ੇਦਾ ਸਾਨੰੂ ਸੱਥਰੁ ਚੰਗਾ ਭਠ ਖੇਿੜਆ ਦਾ ਰਿਹਣਾ ॥ 
 (Yet) the Beloved’s pallet is pleasing, life in (fine) 
dwellings is a furnace. 
(Khayal Patshahi 10) 
SHAHIDI 
Guru Nanak’s realization of shahidi in love: 
sbwhI swlwh ijnI iDAwieAw iek min ] (145-18, mwJ, mÚ 
1)  
Those who ever praise the Lord in the early hours of the 
morning, meditating single-mindedly on Him, die in the 
self (fighting self- conceit). 
syeI pUry swh vKqY aupir liV muey ] (145-19, mwJ, mÚ 1) 
They are the perfect lords, rich in everything; at the 
opportune time (in mortal time), they die fighting. Guru 
Nanak here says they are all-total, powerful, who struggle, 
battle, and die fighting the self, not evil potentates. 
Readers might fail to understand the mystical significance 
of lad muey (struggle unto death, because in Christian and 
Islamic martyrdom the promised reward is real---Paradise).  
 
In Guru Nanak’s verses, considerations of Heaven and Hell 
are both eschewed as worldly concerns. Although the term 
narak is used as a metaphor for the suffering of wrong-
doers and their eventual destruction, it is certainly not 
employed in the sense of the Christian Hell which is the 
everlasting abode of sinners.  
 
And Paradise in Islam is space promised in time, till the 
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Day of Judgement. ‘This is a Reminder. The righteous shall 
have a good place to return to: the Gardens of eternity with 
gates thrown wide open to them. They will be comfortably 
seated; reclining, they will call for abundant fruit and drink; 
with them, they will have pure, modest women of an equal 
age. This is what you were promised on the Day of 
Reckoning: Our provision for you will never be exhausted. 
But the arrogant will have the worst return: they will burn 
in Hell, an evil resting place…’ (Koran 38:49 to 56. 
Translation by Maulana Wahiduddin Khan) 

 
In mystical terms, the one dead is truly alive: 
muAw jIvMdw pyKu jIvMdy mir jwin ] (1102-11, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
As Guru Arjun Dev says, only those who have died, 
truly live. Those you see living, think of them as dead 
(spiritually). 
ijn@w muhbiq iek isau qy mwxs prDwn ]2] (1102-12, 
mwrU,  
mÚ 5)  
Those who are in love with the One, they are men of the 
highest order. 
 
TYRANNY CONDEMNED 
 
Guru Nanak’s undaunted condemnation of the venality 
of the administrators and rulers of his time, rather than 
attributing their misconduct to the maleficent influence 
of Kaliyug (characterised by pandits as the Age of 
Adharma) sowed the seed of Guru Gobind Singh’s 
political defiance of Emperor Aurangzeb. 

 
Guru Nanak had said, in Babur’s epoch: 
lbu pwpu duie rwjw mhqw kUVu hoAw iskdwru ] (468-19, Awsw, 
mÚ 1) Greed and wickedness are the king and revenue 
official (patwari), falsehood is the treasurer. 
kwmu nybu sid puCIAY bih bih kry bIcwru ] (468-19, Awsw, mÚ 
1) Lust, the chief advisor, is summoned and consulted. 
Together, they sit and confer. 
These lines refer to taxation in the form of a share of 
produce collected in the Sultan’s name to fund military 
expeditions. Guru Nanak fearlessly criticizes the 
administrators and petty officials who governed the 
agriculturist masses, as one invading Mongol chieftain after 
another overran the Indian plains, plundering and killing if 
there was armed resistance. No differentiation was made 
between civilians and soldiers, booty being the sole aim of 
marauders, who bought position and power from the king 
with their plundered gold, silver, animals and whatever 
they could carry off. 
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rwjy sIh mukdm kuqy ] (1288-7, mlwr, mÚ 1) 
The kings are like tigers and their officials (nambardar) dogs 
jwie jgwiein@ bYTy suqy ] (1288-7, mlwr, mÚ 
1) Who go awaken the sitting, slumbering 
people. cwkr nhdw pwiein@ Gwau ] (1288-7, 
mlwr, mÚ 1) The king’s servants wound them 
with their nails. rqu ipqu kuiqho cit jwhu ] 
(1288-8, mlwr, mÚ 1) The dogs 
(muqadam)lick up the blood and entrails. 
By his fearless and open criticism of kings, generals, and 
their sycophants, Guru Nanak sowed the seed of a new 
reformist order, the Sikh Panth. 
mnu Ariphu haumY qjhu iequ pMiQ julweIAw ] (1098-14, mwrU,  
mÚ 5)  
I lay my mind at His feet, renounce pride, and in this way I walk 
on the Path. 

 
Rejecting the ancient Hindu stratification of society by 
caste, the Tenth Guru, Guru Gobind Singh, brought to 
fruition a new order, the Khalsa Panth. Guru Gobind Singh 
enrolled the first five initiates, called Panj Piyaras or Five 
Beloved, into a new Order of the Pure, through 
‘martyrdom’. The ‘blood’ of the five ‘martyrs’ nourished 
the vision of a new world and a new living Guru in Guru 
Granth Sahib. Martyrdom thus became a fundamental 
concept in Sikhism and an important institution of the faith. 

 
In the form it took in Sikh history, martyrdom was a 
departure which distinguished Sikhism from earlier 
established Indian traditions. There was no tradition of 
shahadat in Hinduism. The words shahid and shahadat 
were borrowed from the Arabic, to mean to bear 
testimony about one’s faith, to vouch for God with one’s 
death. 

 
SHAHID 

 
The first mention of the word shahid in the Granth Sahib 
occurs in the following verse of Guru Nanak: 
pIr pYkwmr swlk swdk suhdy Aauru shId ](53-12, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 1) The pir, the prophets, the seeker on the Path (the 
pure), the sadak (faithful), the witnesses to the truth, and 
the shahid (who have sacrificed their life in a dharmyudh). 
syK mswiek kwjI mulw dir drvys rsId ] (53-12, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 1) The Shaikhs, the mystics, the Qazis, the Mullahs and 
the Dervishes at His door 
brkiq iqn kau AglI pVdy rhin drUd ]3](53-13, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 1) Abundance of grace awaits them. They are blessed all 
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the more as they continue reading their prayers in praise of 
Him. 

 
The act of laying down one’s life for the welfare of one’s 
religion, and to which people bear witness as God’s truth, 
was known to Guru Nanak as shahidi. The Christian 
knights who died fighting in the Crusades, and Muslims 
who die in a holy struggle (jihad), are martyrs in this sense. 
The Sikhs who died fighting the Mughals in the Eighteenth 
century were martyrs in the same sense. The Shahidi Misal 
was given its name following the martyrdom of Baba Deep 
Singh in a battle avenging the desecration of Darbar Sahib 
in 1757 by Mughal forces. 

 
However, notwithstanding the changes in the idea of 
martyrdom in the intervening centuries, the refusal to fear 
death, both inwardly and outwardly, has remained constant 
in Sikhism to this day. 

 
MYSTICAL DEATH 

 
In the Granth Sahib, beginning with the verses of Guru 
Nanak, martyrdom has also signified mystical death, the 
dying to one’s self-will and ego in the battle with one’s 
lower self. 
sqgur kI syvw gwKVI isru dIjY Awpu gvwie ] (27-8, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 3) The service of Satguru (in worshipping, knowing, 
receiving Him) is formidably difficult. Give your head 
(sirr), says Guru Amar Das, lose your ego-self. 
Sirr is an Arabic word translated by Reynold A Nicholson 
as ‘consciousness’ and John A Subhan (in Sufism: Its Saints 
and Shrines, Lucknow Publishing House, 1938) as 
‘intuition,’ an organ of spiritual perception. Being 
connected with the inner life of human beings, sirr is 
located in the body, but like the anahata, which does not 
correspond with the location of the physical heart in the 
body, so sirr does not specifically correspond with the 
location of the physical head. 

 
When the organs of spiritual apprehension become divinely 
illumined, offering one’s selfhood to God is an expression 
of devotion. The surrender of one’s limited, corporeal self, 
one’s self- presumption, should include pride at having 
surrendered one’s sirr. 

 
The following line speaks of selling mind and body to the 
Guru, signifying a mystical transaction in which 
something is sold for a return, a recompense which can 
only be transcendence. It also suggests the devotee’s 
readiness to be beheaded: 
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qnu mnu gur pih vyicAw mnu dIAw isru nwil] (20-16, isrIrwgu,   
mhlw 1)  
I have sold my body and mind to the Guru, says Guru 
Nanak. I have given my heart and head (sirr) as well. 
Munn is connected with the inner life of man, but it is often 
an obstacle to communication with God. The word sirr 
denotes a part of the body which is above all other parts 
and which is connected in its true nature to the spiritual. 
Guru Nanak teaches us that when the innermost life is 
transacted to God then the body, in which are located the 
organs and channels of spiritual apprehension, too, must be 
surrendered. 

 
nwnk isru dy CUtIAY drgh piq pwey ]8]18] (421-2, Awsw, 
mÚ 1) Nanak, by offering his head (relinquishing high 
opinions of his own abilities and ideas) man is 
emancipated and in good standing in the Lord’s Court 
(Presence). Guru Nanak says, man should relinquish body 
and mind; they signify His closeness, but man should 
focus on the Giver not the gift. 

 
DIE WHILE YET ALIVE 

 
To welcome death was a Sufi influence from the 14th 
Century. Dying voluntarily, in upholding the truth of one’s 
faith, was dying to offer oneself in love, as a gift and tribute 
to God. The experience of it was the ground of spiritual 
transformation and moral understanding. 

 
The spiritual exhortation to die in spirit before physical 
death was attributed to the Prophet of Islam: ‘Die before ye 
die’ or ‘Know yourselves before ye die’. One who knows 
himself sees his whole existence to be His existence, 
egoism is taken away and one knows one is no other than 
Him. The profit of the knowledge of the soul is, that thou 
understandest and art sure that thy existence is neither 
existent nor non-existent, and that thou art not, wast not, 
and never wilt be.’ (Whoso Knoweth Himself…’ 12-13) 
quoted in The Essence of Sufism by John Baldock. 

 
Since the reign of Jahangir was marked by battles and 
warring, it is no surprise that Guru Arjun Dev uses military 
metaphors and images to articulate the use of righteous 
force and the confronting of death in the spiritual realm: 
The greatest merit of a soldier is not to desert the battlefield 
(show his back): 
Awgwhw kU qRwiG ipCw Pyir n muhfVw ] (1096-12, mwrU, mÚ 5) 
Look ahead, toward the Lord, don’t turn your shoulder to 
show your back. 
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‘Love of God is the supreme principle in Sufi poetry, 
symbolised as the rapture of the lover, the sacrifice of the 
martyr, the faith of the saint. The word ‘Sufi’ has a specific 
religious connotation, and is restricted by usage to those 
mystics who profess the Mohammedan faith.’ (Reynold A. 
Nicholson, The Mystics of Islam, first published 1914.) 

 
Fana is a Sufi concept according to which the goal of all 
mystical exercises is annihilation of the identity of the 
mystic. Then death (because it annihilates the self-created 
self and will) is to be welcomed. It is the remedy of our 
pride, pretension and self- conceit. Then he who dies to 
himself is perfect in the path of love. 
 
Says Guru Nanak: 
sbid mrY iPir mrxu n hoie ] (153-6, gauVI, mÚ 1)  
For him who dies in the Word, there will be no  death. 
ibnu mUey ikau pUrw hoie ] (153-7, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Without such a death, how can one be perfect? 

 
The mystic Guru Amar Das says: 
iehu jgqu jIvqu mrY jw ies no soJI hoie ] (554-17, 
ibhwgVw, 
mÚ 3)  
When this world dies, whilst yet alive, then it comes to 
right understanding 
jw iqin@ svwilAw qW siv rihAw jgwey qW suiD hoie ] 
(554-17, ibhwgVw, mÚ 3) 
They who have been put to sleep, remain asleep (in 
ignorance), only when awakened do they understand 
nwnk ndir kry jy AwpxI siqguru mylY soie ] (554-18, 
ibhwgVw,  
mÚ 3)  
Nanak, when the Lord’s favour is upon us, He causes us to 
meet the Satguru (the Guru who reveals to us the Real, Sat). 
gur pRswid jIvqu mrY qw iPir mrxu n hoie ]2] (554-18, 
ibhwgVw, mÚ 3) 
By Guru’s beneficence, if we die while yet living, then 
we never die again (we have everlasting life). 

 
Most religious faiths, with the exception of Hinduism, have 
their martyrs. Choosing to give one’s life for Dharma and 
dying on the battlefield was deemed an exalted sacrifice 
from the time of the Hindu epic Mahabharata. Self-
abasement in order to attain enlightenment (moksha) was a 
doctrine in the Hindu tradition in which Nanak was born, 
but not death on the battle field or for justice in the socio-
political realm. To die unto one’s desire-driven self, to 
worldliness, was a pre-requisite to liberation but not from 
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foreign invaders. 
 

In the Granth Sahib also the battle is in the realm of 
dharma, and the oppressors are blindness, greed, anger, 
fear and arrogance. However, Sikhism defines that Sikh a 
soor who rejects outright any opportunity to save his skin 
by disavowing his religion or the words of the Sikh 
Gurus. The soor is unsure only to the extent that he 
wonders if God will accept his offering of his self. 

 
GOD WIELDER OF SWORD 

 
Guru Nanak says God wields the sword of death: 
jw quDu BwvY qw hovih rwjy rs ks bhuqu kmwvih ] (145-2, mwJ, 
mhlw 1)  
When it pleases You, we become kings, and indulge in all 
sorts of tastes and pleasures (karmas). 
jw quDu BwvY qyg vgwvih isr muMfI kit jwvih ] (145-2, mwJ,  
mhlw 1)  
When it pleases You, You wield the sword and decapitate 
bodies. God destroys, the hand of God is in everything, 
anihilation is his perfect judgement. He dispenses truth 
(sach varte), He is Truth (sach akaar). 

 
Guru Gobind Singh celebrates Divine judgement in the 
Tribhagi Stanza: 
Eulogy of Sri Kaal (Death). 
ਖਗ ਖੰਡ ਿਬਹੰਡੰ ਖਲ ਦਲ ਖੰਡੰ ਅਿਤ ਰਣ ਮੰਡੰ ਬਰ ਬੰਡੰ ॥ 
The Sword smites well the armies of fools; the 
Mighty One bedecks and glorifies the battlefield. 
ਭੁਜ ਦੰਡ ਅਖੰਡੰ ਤੇਜ ਪ�ਚੰਡੰ ਜੋਿਤ ਅਮੰਡੰ ਭਾਨ ਪ�ਭੰ ॥  
It is the unbreakable staff of the arm, with powerful lustre 
and its light dims even the radiance of the sun. 
ਸੁਖ ਸੰਤਾ ਕਰਣੰ ਦੁਰਮਿਤ ਦਰਣੰ ਿਕਲਿਬਖ ਹਰਣੰ ਅਿਸ ਸਰਣੰ ॥ 
It brings happiness to the saints, crushing the vicious ones; it is the 
destroyer of sins and it is my shield. 
ਜੈ ਜੈ ਜਗ ਕਾਰਣ ਿਸ�ਸਿਟ ਉਬਾਰਣ ਮਮ ਪ�ਿਤਪਾਰਣ ਜੈ ਤੇਗੰ 

॥੨॥ 
Hail, hail! Cause of the World, Saviour of the 
Universe, my preserver, victory to You! 

 
THE SIKH SWORD ARM 

The Sikh is taught to wield the sword within and without. 
The sword (including the dagger, kirpan) is historically the 
most evocative of Sikh symbols. The Khalsa cry of Degh 
Tegh Fateh (The cooking pot for the hungry, the sword for 
the tyrant) laid down the moral principle of community 
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service (feeding the hungry at the same table) as a 
corollary of the protection of the righteous, if need be with 
arms. The community kitchen (Langar) started in Guru 
Nanak’s time destroyed caste-based, iniquitous, social 
practices and the Sword of truth (Kharag) destroyed 
falsity: it was incumbent upon the servant of the House of 
Nanak to strive with both. 

 
The concept of a martyr was unknown in the Indian 
spiritual tradition before the arrival of Islam in India. Like 
the martyrs of Islam, Guru Arjun Dev, valuing the 
principles of his faith above everything, even his own life, 
challenged the rulers of his time, who put to death anyone 
they thought anti-religious, heretical or whose way of life 
they found repugnant to their way of thinking and living. 
Martyrs are oceans of virtue (gunigaheeras) who having 
reached the station of fana are lost in the light of God, as 
the light of a candle is lost in the sun. In his Mathnawi the 
great Sufi Jalallu’Din Rumi asks: When have I become less 
by dying? 

 
By his challenge through martyrdom, Guru Arjun Dev 
made a most profound interpretation of God’s hukam or 
bhana and the values and truth-assertions taught by Guru 
Nanak. This was the birth of the ‘martial spirit’ of the 
Sikhs: To strive to win, unto the last, or else in defeat go 
down fighting. Guru Gobind Singh eulogises God as the 
Sword of the Universe in his Jaap Sahib: 
BujMg pRXwq CMd 
nmo ssqR pwxy ] nmo AsqR mwxy ] 
nmo prm igAwqw ] nmo lok mwqw ]52] 
I bow to the wielder of weapons. I bow to the respecter of arms. 
I bow to the ultimate Knower. I bow to Mother of the world. 

 
God is ਸਰਬ ਲੋਹ (All-Steel). With the sword of Truth 
He kills ignorance. As Guru Amar Das says: 
igAwn KVg pMc dUq sMGwry gurmiq jwgY soie ] (1414-6, slok 
vwrW qy vDIk, mÚ 3) 
The sword of spiritual wisdom battles and destroys the 
five demons. The wisdom of God awakens in man when 
the five sins kaam krodh hunkaar lobh moh are killed. 
nwm rqnu prgwisAw mnu qnu inrmlu hoie ](1414-6, slok 
vwrW qy vDIk, mÚ3) 
The Precious Name shines forth and mind and body are cleansed. 

 
In the first line of the Ardas the ever-victorious Waheguru 
and his mystical sword-arm are invoked: 
ੴ ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ ਜੀ ਕੀ ਫਤਹ ॥ 
Ik Oankar. Victory to Waheguru ji! 
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ਸ�ੀ ਭਗਉਤੀ ਜੀ ਸਹਾਇ ॥ 
Sri Bhagauti (mystical, Revered Sword) ever our support. 

 
God is the wielder of the sword, the all-powerful 
dispenser of our fate, says Guru Nanak: 
jw quDu BwvY qw hovih rwjy rs ks bhuqu kmwvih](145-2, mwJ, 
mhlw 1)  
When it pleases Him we become kings and earn the karma 
of much worldly indulgence, all sorts of tastes and 
pleasures. 
jw quDu BwvY qyg vgwvih isr muMfI kit jwvih ] (145-2, mwJ, 
mhlw 1)  
When it pleases Him He wields the sword (of just 
punishment) and beheads us. 
 
In 1699, Guru Gobind Singh called upon his followers to 
offer their heads and demonstrate their willingness to 
embrace martyrdom. The Amrit phagun ceremony was a 
pledge to be dead to worldly life (jeevtian mar rahiye). In 
daily Ardas we recall Guru Gobind Singh’s Five Beloved, 
the four Sahibzadas, the forty saved souls, the steadfast, the 
prayer-full, the saints, those who recited the Name, shared 
their bread before eating, offered food to the hungry, 
wielded the sword, dekg ke andith keeta, remember those 
loved one, those true ones and what they achieved, dear 
Khalsa (of the Pure), and call on the Lord, Waheguru! 

 
SYMBOLISM OF THE SWORD 
ਚੰਡੀ ਦੀ ਵਾਰ 
ੴ ਵਾਿਹਗੁਰੂ ਜੀ ਕੀ ਫਤਹ ॥ 
The One God! Victory to Waheguru! 
ਸ ਭਗਉਤੀ ਜੀ ਸਹਾਇ ॥ 
May Sri Bhagauti Ji (mystical symbol of the Sword) be helpful. 
ਵਾਰ ਸ�ੀ ਭਗਉਤੀ ਜੀ ਕੀ ॥ ਪਾਤਸਾਹੀ ੧੦ ॥  
The Heroic Poem of Sri Bhagauti Ji (by) The Tenth King (Guru). 
ਿਪ�ਥਮ ਭਗੌਤੀ ਿਸਮਿਰ ਕੈ ਗੁਰੁ ਨਾਨਕ ਲਈ ਂਿਧਆਇ ॥ 
In the beginning invoke Bhagauti and then call on Guru Nanak. 

 
Whether one dies on the battlefield, or elsewhere, the 
martyr has upheld the truth despite everything, made 
manifest his conviction, asserted his identity as a Sikh 
follower (chela) of the Ten Gurus, and heroically defended 
and maintained the Sikh dharma. 

 
hau mnu qnu dyvau kwit gurU kau myrw BRmu Bau gur bcnI Bwgy ]2] 
(172-2, gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 4) 
I would make offerings of my mind and body, cut into 
pieces, to my Guru, says Guru Ram Das. My doubts and 
fears have fled reflecting on the words of the Guru. 
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AMiDAwrY dIpk Awin jlwey gur igAwin gurU ilv lwgy ] (172-2, 
gauVI pUrbI, mÚ 4) 
In the darkness the Guru has lit a lamp with his spiritual 
knowledge, I have fixed my absorption in the Guru in 
samadhi. 
 
loB lhir sBu suAwnu hlku hY hlikE sBih ibgwry ] (983-
17, nt, mhlw 4) 
The greedy are like a gang of dogs, ruining all others dogs 
who are under their influence, says Guru Ram Das. 
myry Twkur kY dIbwin Kbir huoeI guir igAwnu KVgu lY mwry ]7] 
(983- 17, nt, mhlw 4) 
When the Court of my Lord is informed of their actions, 
with the sword of divine knowledge he will kill them. The 
Kharag is the mystical sword that punishes sinful ignorance 
and liberates the jiv with divine understanding. 

 
LOVE FOR THE DIVINE 
 
Martyrdom springs from the nature of man’s love for God. 
Divine love is beyond narration, yet its signs are manifest 
everywhere and in every heart ---man’s love for God and 
fellow men is really the effect of the bestowal of God’s love 
on him. 
ipAwry hir ibnu pRymu n Kylsw ] (452-7, Awsw, mÚ 4) 
Without my beloved Lord, I cannot play the game of love, 
says Guru Ram Das. There is no play of love on earth 
without the love of the Divine. 

 
Martyrdom is based upon love for the divine but in his own 
way the martyr loves his fellow human beings: All human 
love deriving from God’s love for his creatures. Love, like 
gnosis, is in its essence a divine gift. The fervent prayer to 
see Him is the sighting of Him, the reaching out to Him is in 
essence His presence imparted to the implorer. Love for the 
Divine is not anything man may acquire. It is an inflow, 
which is in essence, a gift. 
‘If the whole world wished to attract love, they could not; 
and if they made the utmost efforts to repel it, they could 
not.’ Those who love God are those whom God loves. ‘I 
fancied that I loved Him,’ said the Iranian Sufi Bayazid 
Bistami, ‘but on consideration I saw that His love preceded 
mine.’ 

 
Man’s love of God, in the form of veneration, is God’s 
impartation in the heart of the pious believer. 
kurbwnI bwbw swcw swihbu dUir n dyKu ] (992-5, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
Sacrifice to Him, O Baba, see not your True Lord as far 
apart, says Nanak. 
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srb joiq jgjIvnw isir isir swcw lyKu ]1] rhwau ] (992-
5, mwrU, mÚ 1) 
He is the flame (light) animating the whole world, on 
each and every head He inscribes man’s true destiny. 
jb lgu swihbu min vsY qb lgu ibGnu n hoie ] (992-11, 
mwrU, mÚ 1)  
So long as the Lord dwells in man’s heart, he encounters 
no obstacles. 
nwnk isru dy CutIAY min qin swcw soie ]4]10] (992-11, mwrU, 
mÚ 1) Nanak, giving one’s head one is emancipated, mind 
and body rest with the True Lord. 

 
As he submits to the laws of love, man perceives God by 
His attributes of perfection. Sometimes man suffers the 
opposite, the agony of alienation (vairag). The felt 
separation is too much to bear. He feels he is going to die. 
But death is the union, the portal to the Divine chamber. 
Final union with the Divine is symbolized by marriage. 
jau qau pRym Kylx kw cwau ] (1412-2, slok vwrW qy vDIk, mhlw 1) 
If you seek to play the game of love, 
isru Dir qlI glI myrI Awau ] (1412-2, slok vwrW qy vDIk, mhlw 1) 
Then enter my street with your head in the palm of your hand. 
 
But how can man die and yet walk carrying his offering, the 
gift of his head, on the palm of his hand? It is a miracle, the 
sign and wonder of self-offering that in this mortal life, even 
when one is beheaded, one is alive, walking toward the 
Beloved, toward union. Love for the Divine makes all things 
possible. This death---as an offering to the Lord---awards 
miraculous life. 

 
THE LIFE OF LOVERS 

 
Whatever cruelty others may inflict upon the martyr, he 
perceives in them the chastening hand of God, the burning 
flame that purifies. Man may carry his severed head as a 
sign that he is still alive, a sign of the miracle of life in self-
denying love. Guru Nanak says, Heed the call, to walk 
though dead, to approach Him in a condition above and 
beyond the ordinary, because when face to face with the 
Sought, who will concern themselves with the seeking? 

 
It is not the home but the path that Guru Nanak is promising, 
the sure way, the street on which He lives. It is conditional 
to an act, an ability, a strength beyond human thought, that 
without regard to other things, if one is in the right street, 
one will reach the right house. We have been permitted to 
anticipate that by walking on His path, we will reach His 
abode. 
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Sikh history is replete with examples of individuals willing 
to die for the love of God. Guru Ram Das says the lover 
decides to barter everything for the certainty of meeting with 
the Beloved: 
koeI Awix imlwvY myrw pRIqmu ipAwrw hau iqsu pih Awpu 
vycweI ]1] (757-10, sUhI, mhlw 4) 
If only someone would come and take me to meet 
my dear Beloved, I would sell myself to him. 
qnu mnu kwit kwit sBu ArpI ivic AgnI Awpu jlweI ]4] 
(757-12, sUhI, mhlw 4) 
I would cut my body, my heart, into pieces and give all 
as an offering. I would burn myself in fire. 

 
What is this fire? The fire in which the lover extinguishes 
his worldly existence is a great light. Love signifies the 
passing away of individual selfhood, love is a God-sent 
favour sought by prayer and the remembrance of his Names. 
“O you, the life of lovers is death,” Rumi had said. 

 
Man may cut off his own head, but he cannot carry his 
severed head afterwards: he can, if he is still alive. This is 
the miracle of life in love, and the miracle of the call, the call 
that asks for annihilation first, that asks for the severed man, 
that asks for one to walk though dead, the call to come to 
Him in a condition that is above and beyond the merely 
human. It is conditional to a power beyond the human 
condition. 
jobn jWdy nw frW jy sh pRIiq n jwie ] (1379-12, slok, syK 
PrId) I would not fear the loss of youth, says Shaikh Farid, 
if I lose not the love of my Husband. The lover regards not 
his love, his being in love, his own seeking for the 
Beloved. 
PrIdw ikqˆØI jobn pRIiq ibnu suik gey kumlwie ]34] 
(1379-13, slok, syK PrId) 
Farida, so many wasting away in their youth (have 
shrivelled on the bone, because they could love the Lord) 
have withered (died). 

 
Guru Gobind Singh says in Dasam Granth, Ang 14: 
ਸਾਚ ੁਕਹ� ਸੁਨ ਲੇਹੁ ਸਭੈ ਿ◌ਜਨ ਪ�◌ੇਮ ਕੀAo ਿ◌ਤਨ ਹੀ ਪ੍ਭ pwieAo 

॥੯॥ Listen ye all, I speak the truth, only those who have 
loved have found God. 
Guru Granth Sahib teaches that traits of the Divine can be 
seen in people. The substitution of their lesser qualities for 
divine qualities shows God’s love for his creatures. 

 
According to Nicholson, emotional rapture in religious 
faith is symbolised as love for the Divine, notably in the 
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Masnawi of Rumi: Love for the Divine is ‘the only basis 
of moral perfection and spiritual knowledge. Practically, 
it is self-renunciation, and self-sacrifice, the giving up of 
all possessions---wealth, honour, will, life, and whatever 
else men value---for the Beloved’s sake without any 
thought of reward.’ 

 
MARTYRDOM IN BANI OF GURU NANAK 

All the meanings of Sikh martyrdom were first expressed in the 
bani of Guru Nanak. Guru Nanak wrote: 
jnmu jIiq mrix mnu mwinAw ] (153-11, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Winning this round (of human birth), the mind believed in 
death--- dying to mortal life, dying to oneself. God makes 
one die from oneself. One’s normal human existence does 
not continue, then one lives in Him. 
Awip mUAw mnu mn qy jwinAw ] (153-11, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
When the ego-self dies, the individual mind comes to 
recognize itself for what it is through the agency of the 
Supreme Mind. njir BeI Gru Gr qy jwinAw ]2] (153-
12, gauVI, mÚ 1) 

As the inner vision lights up by His glance of grace, the 
home of one’s innermost self is perceived by the the depths 
of our psychic. Our spiritual being generates layers of 
meaning lying below the surface of our own understanding. 

 
siqguru imlY su mrxu idKwey ] (153-14, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
When we find Satguru, he shows us the way to die (to 
everyday, worldly existence). 
mrx rhx rsu AMqir Bwey ] (153-15, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Remaining ‘dead’ we experience inner delight in atma ras. 

 
Again Guru Nanak says those one with the Lord die fighting 
on the battlefield, the fighting not being confined to fighting 
a tyrannical king, or his power, on the battlefield. Because 
the meanings of ‘battlefield’ are many: worldly life, life of 
aava gavan, birth followed by death, the inevitable cycle of 
birth and rebirth, the arena of karma (karma sandara khet) 
and fighting a destructive force---in the world or within. 
sbwhI swlwh ijnI iDAwieAw iek min ] (145-18, mwJ, mhlw 
1) Those who praise the Lord in the early hours of the 
morning and meditate on Him single-mindedly, strive for 
God and die fighting. syeI pUry swh vKqY aupir liV muey ] 
(145-19, mwJ, mhlw 1) 
They are perfect kings, wealthy in what they have gained 
fighting and dying to their mortal, worldly aspect, to 
become ultimate Shahs. Guru Nanak lauds the faithful, 
realized devotee as a spiritual king. 
ijs no bKsy isPiq swlwh ] (5-15, jpu, mÚ 1) 
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One who is blessed to glorify the attributes of the 
Lord nwnk pwiqswhI pwiqswhu ]25] (5-15, jpu, 
mÚ 1) Nanak, is the Badshah of badshahi. 
For Guru Nanak the True King was Sacche Padshah (the 
True Badshah) above all Shahs, compared to whom 
sultans, kings and khans were as dust. 

 
Kabir says : 
rwjn kaunu qumwrY AwvY ] (1105-1, mwrU, Bgq 
kbIr jI) O Raja, who comes to you? (All go to 
God for help.) The earthly kingdom is 
inconsequential. 
 
THE BLOOD OF MARTYRS  

Guru Tegh Bahadur (1621-1675) and his son Guru Gobind 
Singh (1666-1708) demonstrated how the blood of martyrs 
could nourish the seed of a new Order of the pure and 
righteous: the Khalsa. 
jo suKu pRB goibMd kI syvw so suKu rwij n lhIAY ]1] rhwau ] 
(336-8, gauVI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
The peace (happiness) which is obtained by serving God, 
King of the Universe---that peace cannot be found in earthly 
rule or power. 

 
koit rwj nwm Dnu myrY AMimRq idRsit Dwrhu pRB mwn ]1] (716-
11, tofI, mÚ 5) 
The riches of the Naam (Attributes) by which He may be 
recalled, adored and sung are greater than a thousand 
kingdoms. As a consequence of God’s ambrosial gaze, the 
devotional enumeration of His Name invests in me pride 
(faith) in Him. Says Guru Arjun Dev: 

 
And laying upon the whole world the ordinance of Kaal 
(duration, Time, Death) the Lord protects the humble as 
bondsmen to His suzerainty. 
pirE kwlu sBY jg aUpr mwih ilKy BRm igAwnI ] (654-19, 
soriT, Bgq kbIr jI) 
The learned religious scholars (brahm gyanis) are also listed 
in the Register of Death despite their claim to enlightenment. 
khu kbIr jn Bey Kwlsy pRym Bgiq ijh jwnI ]4]3] (655-1, 
soriT, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Says Kabir, those humble people become reserved to the 
Crown, they become khalsa (the yield of the land reserved 
to the crown in Mughal times was termed khalsa). Loving 
worship (bhakti) renders them assigned to the King. 

 
THE MARTYR FEARS ONLY GOD 
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The Sikh martyr is fearless even to the point of death but he 
must ever fear God and God alone. If fear of God prevents 
him from evil then his coming into this world is auspicious. 

BY ivic jMmY BY mrY BI Bau mn mih hoie ] (149-9, mwJ, mÚ 3) 
In fear we are born, and in fear we die, says Guru Amar 
Das. Fear is present in the mind. 
nwnk BY ivic jy mrY sihlw AwieAw soie ]1] (149-9, mwJ, mÚ 
3) Nanak, if one dies in the fear of God, his coming into 
the world is blessed and approved. 

 
Guru Tegh Bahadur’s prayer for the gift of fearlessness, in 
Raag Jaitsari, expresses a most poignant acknowledgement 
of fear---to highlight the majesty of God’s grace, that 
deserved or undeserved His supplicants receive, according 
to His infinite wisdom and charity. 

 
hir jU rwiK lyhu piq myrI ] (703-2, jYqsrI, mÚ 9) 
Dear Lord, protect (sustain) my honor in virtue 
jm ko qRws BieE aur AMqir srin ghI ikrpw iniD qyrI ]1] 
rhwau ] (703-2, jYqsrI, mÚ 9) 
Fear of suffering in the hour of death has entered my heart. I 
take refuge in You, Kirpa Nidh, (Storehouse of Mercy, one 
of the Names of the Lord). 

 
All the Sikh Gurus preached surrender of all else except that 
which has been vouchsafed by God as deserving of Him. 
nwnk hwir pirE srnwgiq ABY dwnu pRB dIjY ]3]2] (703-6, 
jYqsrI, mÚ 9) 
Nanak, I give up and seek refuge in You, O Lord. Impart 
unto me the gift of fearlessness, says Guru Tegh Bahadur. 

 
THE RIGHTEOUS FEAR NOT DEATH 

 
The death of heroic men is holy, says Guru Gobind Singh, 
if they fight against the enemies of the truth---may they die 
on the battlefield. Guru Gobind Singh glorifies death as, in 
itself, a righteous act in the cause of upholding true beliefs: 
Guru Gobind Singh prays:  
ਜਬ ਆਵ ਕੀ ਅਉਧ ਿਨਦਾਨ ਬਨ�  ਅਤ ਹੀ ਰਨ ਮੈ ਤਬ ਜੂਝ ਮਰ� ॥੨੩੧॥ 
When my age has reached its limit and it is time for the end, 
may I die fighting on the battlefield. 
The acme of Sikh martyrdom was reached by the sacrifice 
made by Guru Gobind Singh and his four sons. Many of his 
Sikhs whom he held as dear as his sons were also killed. He 
said, ‘I have sacrificed four sons for the survival of 
thousands of my sons who are very much alive.’ To the 
Emperor Aurangzeb he wrote in the Zafarnama: ‘It matters 
little if a jackal, through cunning and treachery, succeeds in 
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killing two lion cubs, for the lion himself lives to inflict 
retribution.’ At all times he expressed his complete accord 
with the Will of God. 

 
He became the epitome of the Sikh martial spirit, saying the 
Sikh never shows his back to the enemy and never fears 
death in the battle against the enemies of one’s religion. Evil 
and tyranny are punished sometimes by violent means (in 
the absolute justice of God’s ways). In his Zafar Namah 
(Epistle of Victory) he stated his credo: 
ਚ ੁਕਾਰ ਅਜ਼ ਹਮਹ ਹੀਲਤ ੇਦਰ ਗੁਜ਼ਸ਼ਤ ॥ ਹਲਾਲ ਅਸਤ 

ਬੁਰਦਨਬ ਸ਼ਮਸ਼ੀਰ ਦਸਤ ॥੨੨॥ 
When all other means have failed, it is righteous 
(correct, legitimate) to take (recourse to, draw) the 
sword in hand. 

 
THE MARTYRS OF SURRENDER 

 
Shaikh Ahmad of Jam in Afghanistan, a great poet and 
mystic, wrote: 
‘The martyrs of the dagger of surrender, each moment get a 
new life from the Unseen World.’ The martyr, who 
surrenders all, is illuminated by the ‘Glow of God’, he 
walks in the unclouded light and presence of God. 

 
Martyrdom became a moral victory in Sikh history, whether 
the battle was lost or won---virtue in action. Reverses in 
battle against the powerful Mughals transformed into 
victories of the spirit that illumine the Sikh faith to this day. 
The purpose behind Sikh martyrologies is to demonstrate the 
profound victory in what at first appears to be a defeat, is the 
hypothesis of Louis E Fenech, says Dr Pashaura Singh, 
commenting in Martyrdom in the Sikh Tradition. 
Historically, reverses suffered in battle by Sikh Gurus or 
heroes, or their incarceration and death by torture, were 
viewed as a moral victory of the principle of sacrifice. 
Dying for a cause also met Guru Nanak’s moral dicta--- 
higher than truth is truthful living. 
schu ErY sBu ko aupir scu Awcwru ]5] (62-11, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 1) Truth is higher than all else but higher still is 
truthful living (action). 

 
Spiritually, true profit lies only in virtue and proximity to 
God: kbIr sMq mUey ikAw roeIAY jo Apuny igRih jwie ] (1365-
6, slok, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Kabir, why cry at the death of a saint, who is returning home 
(to be welcomed by his Father). 
rovhu swkq bwpury ju hwtY hwt ibkwie ]16] (1365-7, 
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slok, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Cry for the faithless, immoral fool (sakat), who is sold 
from shop to shop. 
swkq kUVy scu n BwvY ] (109-14, mwJ, mÚ 1) 
The false (sakatas), the fallen, do not like the Truth, says 
Guru Nanak. 
The money-minded can be bought by worldly rewards, 
snares, or promises of future gains. They buy and sell, 
mistakenly in the hope of profit. True profit lies only in the 
favour of God (his proximity) and not in the wealth the Lord 
gives when He favours. 
His birad (covenant with man) has made him a debtor to mankind. 

 
KABIR’S SATI AND SOOR 
 
‘Giving place to the verses of Sant Kabir in the Granth 
Sahib by the Sikh Gurus is unparalleled in Indian literary 
and scriptural traditions’. (Charlotte Vaudeville, A 
Weaver Named Kabir) 
For Kabir, the path that leads to salvation is not easy, few 
men find it and even fewer tread it. Only those men who 
have renounced all desires except the desire to meet with 
Him, even at the risk of their life, tread the path of true 
bhakti. 
The death of heroic men is holy, should they lay down their 
lives for a righteous cause: 
ggn dmwmw bwijE pirE nIswnY GwE ] (1105-4, mwrU, 
kbIr jIau) The battle-drum beats in the sky (of the 
mind), the wound is inflicted on target (the sign). 
Kyqu ju mWifE sUrmw Ab jUJn ko dwau ]1] (1105-5, mwrU, kbIr jIau) 
As the (spiritual) warrior adorns the field now for the challenge round 
sUrw so pihcwnIAY ju lrY dIn ky hyq ] (1105-5, mwrU, kbIr 
jIau) Know (praise, value) him as a soora (true hero), who 
fights for the good of the poor and powerless. 
purjw purjw kit mrY kbhU n CwfY Kyqu ]2]2] (1105-6, mwrU, 
kbIr jIau) 
Piece by piece he may be hacked, but he never leaves the 
field of battle. 

 
Kabir compares the salvation-seeking jiv to the sati, the 
Hindu wife, who burns herself alive on the pyre of her 
husband and to the soor, the heroic warrior: 
sUru ik snmuK rn qy frpY sqI ik sWcY BWfy ]1] (338-11, 
gauVI, Bgq kbIr jI) 
What sort of a warrior is he who when faced with a battle is 
afraid? What sort of a sati is she who starts gathering her 
utensils? 
kbIr AYsI hoie prI mn ko Bwvqu kInu ] (1368-4, slok, Bgq 
kbIr jI) 
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Kabir, thus it came to pass that I did what my heart 
pleased. mrny qy ikAw frpnw jb hwiQ isDaurw lIn ]71] 
(1368-5, slok, Bgq kbIr jI) 
Why be afraid of dying when in my hand I have taken up 
the sindhoor? (A reference to the use of vermilion in Hindu 
rituals, including the rituals of sati performed by the widow 
before she burns herself on her husband’s pyre). 

 
Sahaj, which tantric-yogis conceive as perfect Bliss , is 
only to be bought at the cost of one’s life: he who wishes to 
be a jivanmukta, ‘one liberated whilst living’, must of 
necessity be a jivanmarta, ‘one dead whilst living’. Says 
Kabir, I have burnt myself in the fire of God. 

 
In the verses of Guru Arjun Dev the symbolism of the 
soor is closely linked to that of the Guru-warrior: 
rwm rmx qrx BY swgr ] (196-3, gauVI, mhlw 5) 
Remembrance of the Lord is the cross-over in the ocean 
of fear srix sUr Pwry jm kwgr ]1] rhwau ] (196-3, 
gauVI, mhlw 5) 
In His sanctuary the soor dares tear Jum’s parchment 
(record kept by Death) 

 
The symbolism of battle and battlefield are employed to 
emphasize the hard struggle but eventual victory that is 
promised the holy in the great arena of life: 
swDsMgy nwm rMgy rxu jIiq vfw AKwVw ] (461-3, Awsw, mÚ 5) 
In the Sadh Sangat, the gathering, of the holy (sadh or 
sadhu means those imbued, marked, by God with the 
Naam) they are victorious in the great arena (the 
battlefield, fighting vasanas). ibnvMiq nwnk srix suAwmI 
bhuiV jim n aupwVw ]4]3]12](461- 3,Awsw,mÚ5) 
Beseeching the Lord, Nanak entered His sanctuary from where 
Jum could no longer uproot him. 

 
Says Guru Ram Das, grant me, O Great Giver of Life, the 
occasion to fall at the feet of the saints: 
hau kwtau kwit bwiF isru rwKau ijqu nwnk sMqu ciV AwvY 
]4]3] (881-12, rwmklI, mÚ 4) 
I would sever my head and cut it into pieces, Nanak, for the 
saints to tread on and ascend to God. 
Saints (believers possessed of extraordinary piety and virtue) 
reach the point of ultimate selflessness. 

 
MARTYRDOM IS NOT SUICIDE 

Martyrdom is not suicide, Guru Arjun Dev says, forsaking 
worship of God is suicide: 
ibnu ismrn hY Awqm GwqI ] (239-7, gauVI, mÚ 5) 
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Without simran (holding God in remembrance, as a means 
of identifying with Him), the individual destroys his own 
life. He is in no way equated with the martyr, who would 
give up his life rather than forsake his God. Guru Arjun 
Dev teaches that the man, who does not remember that his 
life derives from God as the maintaining source of his life, 
is cutting himself down. 

 
There is a great difference between suicide and martyrdom, 
but it is in the perception and its public expression, as well 
as in the perception of the religious community to which 
the martyr belongs, that the difference can be discerned. In 
both there is a quest to find meaning in life even if 
paradoxically it comes through death. 

 
Martyrdom is an expression of faith, a choice that 
individuates the chooser as no other decision can, because 
the chooser is choosing removal from others and all that 
exists in the world. 
Once his decision is taken, what does he have to do with 
them, those living who want their life above all else and 
often beyond reason. 

 
In martyrdom there may be anger against individuals and 
their vicious oppression as in suicide. However, historically, 
in Sikh martyrdom there is anger and defiance not only 
because of what the individual has suffered but for the 
wrongs heaped on a town, community or country, or for the 
execrable insult to God, the Gurus or the Granth Sahib. The 
Ninth Guru was called Hind di Chadder (Mantle of India) 
because he defied Mughal discrimination against the Hindus 
and sought to protect the right of all people to practice any 
religion of their choice. The martyrdom of Guru Tegh 
Bahadur reasserted belief in the fundamental doctrine taught 
by Guru Nanak: It is wrong to practice or submit to 
distinctions of caste and clan, parentage, financial standing 
or religion, most of all, in ascribing goodness on the basis of 
such distinctions. 

 
Guru Nanak had taught---let the Musalmman be a good 
man in order to be called a true Muslim. One who 
performs good deeds can be called a true Muslim whether 
he observes the obligatory five prayers (in Islam) or not. 
pihlw scu hlwl duie qIjw KYr Kudwie ] (141-4, mwJ, mÚ 
1) Let the first namaz of the devotee be truthfulness, 
the second lawful sustenance, and the third charity. 
cauQI nIAiq rwis mnu pMjvI isPiq snwie ] (141-4, mwJ, mÚ 
1) The fourth right intention in the heart, and the fifth 
praise of His . krxI klmw AwiK kY qw muslmwxu sdwie ] 
(141-5, mwJ, mÚ 1) 
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By repeating the kalma of good deeds then may you be 
called a (true) Muslim. (The kalima is the Islamic profession 
of faith: There is no god but God.) 
 
FIGHT AGAINST TYRANNICAL MONARCHS 

Prof. McLeod is right in saying that both sacred scripture 
and history are important in understanding Sikhism: Both are 
equally pertinent in understanding martyrdom in Sikhism. 
Historical events, such as the death of Guru Arjun Dev, after 
being tortured in prison, were read as establishing a state of 
spiritual realization in which the truth of religious conviction 
was upheld by martyrdom. Issues of religious tolerance, 
justice, truth, defiance of tyranny, and avowal of the new 
faith preached by Guru Nanak, became paramount in the 
Sikh community after its first martyr, Guru Arjun Dev, chose 
death over cowardly submission. 

 
Islam in the seventeenth century was the dominant religion 
in the world. The Sikh community was impacted by the 
oppression of the Mughal King Jahangir and later his 
puritanical, bigoted son, Aurangzeb, who presided over the 
richest and largest empire in the sub-continent, from Kabul 
to Arakan, Kashmir to the Deccan. 

 
Guru Gobind Singh’s defiance of Emperor Aurangzeb in 
the first decade of the eighteenth century is penned in an 
epistle called Zafar-Nama: 
You occupy the throne, in the name of God, the Absolute 
Sovereign of all creation, 
But strange is thy justice, stranger thy attributes! (66) 
What sense of discrimination is this? What regard for 
religion? O fie on such a sovereignty! Fie a hundred 
times! (67) 

 
syeI pUry swh ijnI pUrw pwieAw ] (146-4, mwJ, mÚ 2) 
Only they are the true Shahen Shahs who have found the 
All-in- All Lord, says Guru Angad. 

 
The ostensible defeat of Guru Gobind Singh in the battle at 
Anandpur was in truth a moral victory, by virtue of his 
defiance in the name of God, and the religious faith shown 
by his mother and four young sons. Having lost all he went 
on to create the mystical entity of the Khalsa, the 
Brotherhood that then spread from Anandpur Sahib to now 
reach every corner of the globe, inspiring millions. 
Dr. Fenech’s view that ‘The purpose behind Sikh 
martyrologies’ was to ‘demonstrate the profound victory in 
what at first appears to be a defeat’ is perhaps unintended 
praise of the first Sikh martyr’s belief and profound teaching 
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that a Sikh must not only accept what God has ordained, but 
collaterally find it sweet: his victory is knowing 
(experiencing) the sweetness that lies in faithful obedience 
the Law of God commands: 
qyrw kIAw mITw lwgY ] (394-4, Awsw, mÚ 5) 

SIKH MARTYRDOM 

In a high philosophic way, ancient Hinduism recognized 
that all human beings were the same in that they had an 
atma but for millennia the right to worship, by the 
performance of certain rituals, was granted only to Hindu 
brahmins. Sikh Gurus criticized such ritualism and 
exclusion. In Islam, the Koranic Law does not grant to a 
Muslim, leave alone to an adherent of another faith, 
freedom to approach Him by whatever means. 

 
According to Ibn’Arabi, the prophet Muhammad was the 
first self- determination of the Absolute, uniting the 
Essence, the Attributes and the Names in his perfection, and 
thus the Final Messenger of the One God. Such foundational 
beliefs of the two dominant religions in India were rejected 
by the Sikh Gurus. Reprisals from both Hindus and Muslims 
during the lifetime of the Gurus led to militant Sikh 
opposition and choice of martyrdom as the ultimate weapon. 

 
To this day, martyrdom or shahadat is viewed as the 
supreme righteousness of a Sikh, who inspired by the 
martyrdom of Guru Arjun Dev and Guru Tegh Bahadur, 
upholds the Sikh faith and identity. A Sikh martyr or shahid 
is one who courts death in order to bear witness to the truth 
of his faith and to his own unswerving commitment and 
allegiance to it. 

 
The first Sikh Guru, Guru Nanak, laid the seed of martyrdom 
in the bed of devout supplication: 
iqsu AwgY rhrwis hmwrI swcw Apr Apwro ] (938-6, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
We petition You, True Infinite Incomparable One 
msqku kwit DrI iqsu AwgY qnu mnu AwgY dyau ](938-7, rwmklI, mÚ 1) 
Severing our heads (in adoration) we place before You body and  
mind as well. 

 
By the time of his own death by murderous assault, the 
Tenth Guru had demonstrated to the Sikhs that undoubtedly 
victory would always be won  in battles fought at the call of 
the Almighty, despite ostensible defeats: 
‘I am but a slave and a servant of Akal-Purakh, Timeless 
Being, who is the King of Kings. I am ready to obey His 
order even at the cost of my life. God is without fear. He is 
the True Emperor of earth and heaven… While you in 
arrogance look upon your army and wealth, I look upon His 
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effulgent power. You are proud of your empire, I am proud 
of the refuge of God.’ (Zafar-Nama) 

 
The serenity in the face of torture and humiliation, the 
refusal to apostatize in spite of threats characterized by 
incremental torture, the indifference to bodily suffering in 
the quest for a spiritual outcome, the steadfast belief that the 
Lord is known through suffering, the adherence to God’s 
teachings, the brave endurance of God’s will, and the 
fearlessness in every circumstance of earthly life---this is the 
patrimony bestowed on the Sikhs by their Gurus and 
martyrs. 

 
QURBANI 

 
GS Talib notes in Martyrdom in Sikhism: ‘an adequate 
term’ from local languages for ‘martyr’ or ‘martyrdom’ in 
the period in which the Granth Sahib was written, and 
compiled in its present form, was absent. And to that extent, 
the concept was not current in the time of the Gurus before 
Guru Arjun Dev’s martyrdom, when the word of Persian 
origin qurbani came into currency for his act of sacrifice. 

 
nwnk jpIAY scu nwmu hau sdw sdw kurbwnu ]4]16]86] 
(48-9, isrIrwgu, mÚ5) 
Nanak, chant the True Name; I am forever and ever 
qurban (a sacrifice, an offering to Him). 
jIau ipMfu Dnu iqs dw hau sdw sdw kurbwnu ]3] (49-3, 
isrIrwgu,  
mÚ 5) 
My jio, body and wealth are His; forever and ever, I am a 
sacrifice to Him. 

 
Sikh tradition incorporated the Arabic words shahid (martyr) 
and shahadat (martyrdom) into Punjabi, however, the word 
shahid does not occur in the Granth Sahib. (The Arabic 
shahid also means testimony, to bear witness to God’s 
truth.) There was no specific word in the Indian languages to 
refer to a man who had fought and died for a cause or for 
certain religious values. In Hindi and Punjabi its current 
meaning is given as one who sacrifices his life in a dharma 
yudh. It would seem that Sikhism derived the concept of 
martyrdom from a Semitic tradition. 

 
There is no tradition of shahadat amongst Hindus. Yogis 
would destroy the ‘self’ in the quest for samadhi,for growth 
into new consciousness through shvaas daan (letting go of 
the breath), or through fasting till death when they believed 
they were done with their present life cycle. Samadhi is the 
state of super-consciousness in which the Absoluteness is 
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experienced as bliss; a state in which the mind becomes 
identified with the object of meditation---unity in perfect 
absorption. 

 
SACRIFICIAL OFFERING 

The Sanskrit words that mean renunciation are tyaga and 
balidaan with the possible meaning also of sacrifice, in the 
form of an offering to the gods. Guru Arjun Dev uses the 
word tyaga in the sense of ‘renunciation of all worldly 
things’ for spiritual benefit: ibnu bYrwg khw bYrwgI ] (1140-
13, BYrau, mÚ 5) 
Without detachment, how can one be a detached 
hermit? ibnu hau iqAwig khw koaU iqAwgI ] (1140-13, 
BYrau, mÚ 5) Without giving up egotism, how is one a 
renunciate? 

 
In ancient religious beliefs, sacrifice was a form of worship, 
a rite in which an appropriate object (designated by 
tradition) was offered to a deity, by a duly authorized 
minister, in order to establish, maintain, or restore the right 
relationship of man to god. Human sacrifice is mentioned in 
the Vedas. In the Vedas the Sanskrit noun bali or balee is 
used for bheta or uphaar given to the deity in puja, the bali 
being the offering (the sacrificial animal) to propitiate the 
deity. 
sdw sdw swlwhIAY scy kau bil jwau ] (516-13, gUjrI kI vwr, 
mÚ 3) Says Guru Amar Das: Praise the Lord, forever and 
ever, and make yourself an offering to the True Lord. 
hau vwrI jIau vwrI siqgur kY bilhwrixAw ] (110-2, mwJ, mÚ 3) 
I am a sacrifice, my soul is a sacrifice, I am totally beholden 
to the True Guru. 

 
The word ‘balidaan’ does not occur in the Granth Sahib, 
except in the short form of the rapturous: ‘bil bil jwau’ 
meaning ‘I sacrifice myself to you, O Lord’. 
iehu jIau vqweI bil bil jweI jIau ] (216-17, gauVI mwJ , 
mÚ 5) I offer my life-breath, I am a sacrifice, forever a 
sacrifice to Him. In the New Testament, Christ is deemed 
the perfect sacrifice--- with his own blood ‘obtaining 
eternal redemption’ for man (Hebrews 9:12). 

 
As Guru Nanak has said: 
siqgur kau bil jweIAY ] (71-19, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
Offer thyself to Satguru 
ijqu imilAY prm giq pweIAY ] (71-19, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
Meeting whom we obtain the supreme station. 
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SACRAMENT OF BLOOD 

Blood (life) was the key to atonement, the blood of Jesus 
signifying his work of atonement for man’s sin. The 
mystical import of the single drop of Christ’s blood, that 
salvages the future of humankind, is akin to the blood of the 
martyr that waters Islam. 

 
In the Koran the sacrificial blood of man or animal is said to 
appease God. The Sufis elevated the martyr from a 
sacrificial object to the metaphysical lover of the Lord. The 
mystery of the lover’s call, the riddling answers he receives, 
the unspeakable conversing between them---such is the 
narrative which seeks to make sense of the haste of the 
martyr to meet his Beloved, once he has made a tryst with 
Him. 

 
Guru Gobind Singh asks five devotees (‘Beloved of the 
Lord’) to come forward to throw themselves upon his 
sword, to die so they may be reborn as the Khalsa. In many 
religions a similar call is recorded for an anointed one to 
demonstrate obedience to the Law of God, that man should 
lay his body, mind and worldly possessions at the feet of 
God. 

 
A SIKH FEARS NOT DEATH 

Sikhs believe where there is faith there is no fear. 
Fearlessness is a tenet based on Guru Nanak’s teaching that 
man must fear only God (valuing and honouring God’s 
holiness and supreme power): 
fir Gru Gir fru fir fru jwie ] (151-7, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
Fear of God within the home, within the heart, frightens 
away all other fears. Those who fear God, fear no other: 
so fru kyhw ijqu fir fru pwie ] (151-7, gauVI, mÚ 1) 
What manner of fear is this which frightens even Fear? 
It is fear of God. Fear of God curbs disobedience of His 
Word, allows truth to shine forth, to reign supreme in the 
lives of men. 

 
so frY ij pwp kmwvdw DrmI ivgsyqu ] (84-11, isrIrwgu, mÚ 
3) Those who earn by way of sin are afraid, however, the 
righteous rejoice. 
qUM scw Awip inAwau scu qw frIAY kyqu ] (84-12, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 3) You are true, Your (exercise of) justice is true, 
then of whom should we be afraid? 
Divine Will must be interpreted with courage and faith as 
the complete and perfect justice of God, says Guru Amar 
Das. 
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Guru Arjun Dev’s transformation of his communion with 
Waheguru into political defiance of the tyrannical Mughal 
Emperor was inspirational in creating a fearless martial 
community of Sikhs. Of the transformative power of Naam, 
he says: 
ibKXw BXMiq AMimRqM dRüstW sKw sÍjnh ] (1357-5, shsik®qI, 
mhlw 5) Poison becomes nectar and the malevolent become 
companions and well-wishers. 
duKM BXMiq suK´M BY BIqM q inrBXh ] (1357-6, shsik®qI, mhlw 5) 
Misery is turned into joy (peace) and the fearful become fearless. 

 
REPUTATION WITH GOD 

The martyr does not presume to know how he will be 
ultimately judged by God or what will be the outcome of 
his dying. He submits his sacrifice to God’s judgement 
and the disposing of his earthly reputation after him 
(whether his conception of truth was khota or kharra) 
because the martyr reads truth differently from accepted 
norms. He may be throwing away what he does not value 
in the first place but, in that mankind clings to life despite 
everything, the martyr’s karam or act ‘to throw away the 
dearest thing he owed, as 't were a careless trifle’, sets him 
apart. 

 
mrxu muxsW sUirAw hku hY jo hoie mrih prvwxo ]3] (580-3, 
vfhMsu, mÚ 1)  
They are true heroes, says Guru Nanak, who have died as 
warriors (soor) on this earth. Their life is well lived (safla) 
if God receives their dying with favour. The death of heroic 
warriors (soor) is Truth actualised as a power beyond them 
if their sacrifice is approved by God. 
sUry syeI AwgY AwKIAih drgh pwvih swcI mwxo ] (580-1, 
vfhMsu, mÚ 1)  
Hereafter they will be acclaimed as heroes (soor) 
receiving true honour in the Lord’s dargah. 
The soor does not judge himself but submits in faith. Thus 
his submission is his love, his trust in obedience to God’s 
hukam. The martyr prays for God’s acceptance of his sirr. 

 
Guru Nanak’s teachings on death paved the way for the 
martyrdom of the Fifth and Ninth Gurus. 
mrxu n mMdw lokw AwKIAY jy koeI mir jwxY ]2] (579-19, 
vfhMsu, mhlw 1)  
The world would not call death unfortunate if one were to 
truly know dying, says Guru Nanak: if one had supernatural 
knowledge of the true nature of death (but one part of 
knowing is only available after death). 

 
Martyrs obey what they believe is a directive from God: to 
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halt the fearful acceptance of tyranny by others even at the 
cost of their life. Guru Nanak believed choosing to die was 
the privilege of the martyr. The martyr inspires others to 
ponder on truth by his willingness to live and die for his 
conviction. The martyr is deemed by his community not to 
have died in vain. His is not a hapless death but is earned by 
him, invited by him, for a cause. 

 
Life on earth is often deemed a worthless thing and death a 
release from fear, suffering and wretchedness---Guru Nanak 
prays for an end to aawan jaana, but the death earned by the 
Sikh martyrs suggests that they were the chosen ones: ‘the 
idea of separate identity is inherent to the theme of 
martyrdom’ (Louis E Fenech) . 

 
Jesus it is believed died a martyr’s death and his last prayer 
on the cross, seeking forgiveness for his enemies, became an 
important teaching of Christianity. The martyr is seen as an 
exemplar of certain aspects of his faith---Christ died for the 
redemption of others through his own suffering. His prayer 
for forgiveness for his tormentors: ‘Lord forgive them for 
they know not what they do’ is forever etched in the history 
of mankind. 

 
The Sikh martyr is a model of obedience to the Hukam (the 
Holy Writ); he forgoes the mind-self (ahom tyag) and relies 
upon the Lord’s will (apne Sahib ka bharvasa). After the 
initiation of the Khalsa in 1699, the Sikh martyr, who died 
fighting the enemies of his faith, laid no claim to possessing 
all the virtues but made his sacrifice his greatest virtue. 
Remembering Guru Nanak’s teaching that man’s honour is 
in God’s hands, the martyr prays that God may hand him 
the greatest honour---to die for Him. 

 
MARTYRDOM IN SIKH HISTORY 

The first Sikh martyr was the fifth Guru, Guru Arjun Dev. 
Making the supreme sacrifice for the sake of one’s religion 
was unknown in pre-Muslim India. The first martyr outside 
Islam was Guru Arjun Dev. In 1606, Guru Arjun Dev was 
implicated in the succession bid of Prince Khusrau, who had 
rebelled against his father, Emperor Jahangir. He was 
imprisoned in the Lahore fort and tortured. The Muslim 
divine, Mian Mir (who reminded both the conqueror and the 
vanquished of the social ethics of Islam as interpreted by 
Sufis such as himself---to attach no importance to material 
power and wealth, to aspire only to piety, simplicity and 
devotion), sought to intercede on behalf of Guru Arjun Dev. 
Guru Arjun Dev, however, forbade him to do so saying that 
God’s Will would be done. 
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The laying down of one’s life in a holy war for the sake of 
religious ideals cherished by one’s community, against the 
tyranny, humiliation, or sacrilege by another community, of 
contrasting beliefs and practices, was unknown in the Indian 
tradition. The love of death, evoked by the prizing of self-
effacement, the desire to hasten the end of one’s karmic debt 
in the present life, and the practice of extreme asceticism, 
has characterized Indian culture from the beginning. But 
since all desires were to be renounced, so the desire for death 
was also to be relinquished. 

 
Sikh martyrs valued the principles and ideals of their 
religion above their lives. They defied those who would 
force them to renounce their faith and the assertion of their 
identity. Their militancy dealt a strong blow to Mughal 
supremacy. After two centuries of domination over Hindus, 
there arose the spirit of Sikh martyrdom to begin the end of 
the Mughal Empire. 

 
The Sikh is fearless because he fights mere men when his 
true trial is within, to make his love valuable in God’s eyes. 
rwm pdwrQu pwie kY kbIrw gWiT n Kol@ ] (1365-13, slok, 
kbIr jIau) Having found the Treasure (Ram), Kabir, do not 
undo the knot (a piece of cloth in which money is folded at 
the waist, to serve like a purse). 
nhI ptxu nhI pwrKU nhI gwhku nhI molu ]23] (1365-14, 
slok, kbIr jIau) 
For there is no market, no appraiser, no customer, and no 
price for it. 

 
Again and again in the Granth Sahib, the Gurus and 
bhagats beseech the Lord to protect their pat (honour, 
standing) as banda (servitors) of God. They wonder 
whether they know how to die, whether their dying will 
please God, whether they will be united with Him. 

 
THE CUP OF LOVE 

The martyr is not overawed by the power of evil-doers, their 
armies or their vast resources of men and money. For him 
the readiness is all. Of concern to him is whether he is brave 
enough to prove a soor in battle, will he succumb to 
weakness, lose his mind. The greatest merit of a soldier is 
not to show his back to the enemy but will God turn his back 
on him? 

 
All human doubts must assail him, knowing that respect, 
even virtue, or any merit whatsoever, follows only from 
the favour of God. Will the Beloved embrace him in spite 
of his ugliness, weakness, evil-mindedness, confusion, his 
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turning away from Him. iehu iprm ipAwlw Ksm kw jY BwvY 
qY dyie ]2] (947-15, rwmklI, mÚ 3) 
This cup of love of my (spiritual) Husband, as He 
chooses He gives. 
What is this love that the martyr experiences? What is this 
will, is it evil or good? Is he led by God to take the extreme 
step, a consequence of which might be the death of many 
others? 

 
More important than the consequences of his actions on his 
family or community, are the consequences of his choice for 
the supernatural understanding he believes he has received. 
Who can arise to dissuade the martyr with a superior 
understanding? 

 
TRUTH OF MANY FAITHS 

When Guru Arjun Dev (1563-1606) compiled the writings 
of preceding Gurus into one pothi, later compiled with 
additions into the Sikh scripture, he included the 
compositions of both Hindu and Muslim saints, whose 
teachings were consistent with those of the Gurus, creating a 
unique testimony to the truth and wisdom of many faiths. It 
was this holy book that drew Hindus and Muslims together 
as adherents. 

 
Not only religious minorities, including Muslims who 
feared the vast Hindu majority, but also lower caste 
Hindus feared persecution, oppression, and subjugation by 
tyrannical laws, to which the Sikh Gurus responded with 
an inspiring message that went beyond fearlessness: 
nw ko bYrI nhI ibgwnw 
No man is an enemy or stranger to me. 
Guru Nanak’s Japji Sahib had posited the transformation of 
the world into a realm of truth, Sacch Khand, where values 
of equality, love, justice and dignity would prevail. 

 
Despite the hostility of the Mughal regime, Guru Arjun Dev 
did not desist from spreading the Sikh faith. Answering the 
call as the anointed Guru of the House of Nanak, he 
committed himself to the realization of the Sikh vision of a 
just and equitable society, free alike from the caste 
inequities of Hinduism and the bigotry against 
kufars (non-believers) in Islam: 
huix hukmu hoAw imhrvwx dw ] (74-3, isrIrwgu, mhlw 5) 
Now, the Merciful Lord has issued His Command. 
pY koie n iksY r\wxdw ] (74-4, isrIrwgu, mhlw 5) 
Being strong, one does not pursue and attack the weak. 
sB suKwlI vuTIAw iehu hoAw hlymI rwju jIau ]13] (74-4, 
isrIrwgu, mhlw 5) 
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All prospering, abiding in peace, thus is established 
benevolent rule. 

 
The persecution of Guru Arjun Dev and his torture till death 
(ba- yase, ba-siyasat) at the hand of Jahangir consolidated 
the new sense of identity of the Sikhs. Far from being 
stamped out, as the Mughals had hoped, the Sikh community 
grew in numbers, on the strength of its faith and the decision 
to take up arms in self- defence. The spiritual battle against 
human weaknesses was now couched in terms of the 
successful engagement of a hero, wrestling the challengers 
of his Lord’s suzerainty: 
hau gosweI dw pihlvwnVw ] (74-8, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 5) I am a wrestler; I belong to the Lord of 
the World. mY gur imil auc dumwlVw ] (74-9, 
isrIrwgu, mÚ 5) 
I met with the Guru and tied a tall, plumed turban. 
sB hoeI iCMJ iekTIAw dXu bYTw vyKY Awip jIau ]17] (74-9, 
isrIrwgu, mÚ 5) 
All gather to watch the wrestling and He Himself is seated 
there, watching. 
vwq vjin tMmk ByrIAw ] (74-10, isrIrwgu, mÚ 5) 
The bugles play and the drums beat. 
ml lQy lYdy PyrIAw ] (74-10, isrIrwgu, mÚ 5) 
The wrestlers enter and take rounds of the arena. 
inhqy pMij juAwn mY gur QwpI idqI kMif jIau ]18] (74-10, 
isrIrwgu, mÚ 5) 
Five challengers I threw to the ground, and the Guru patted 
me on the back. 
sB iekTy hoie AwieAw ] (74-11, isrIrwgu, mÚ 
5) All have come and gathered together (in 
time), Gir jwsin vwt vtwieAw ] (74-11, 
isrIrwgu, mÚ 5) But shall return home (die) 
by paths separated. 
Guru Arjun Dev chose to die rather than submit to 
conversion by force. He waged a moral war to signify the 
right of his community to adhere to the faith of its choice. 
The Mughal emperor Jahangir has stated in his memoirs: 
‘…I ordered that he should be brought into my presence 
and, having handed over his houses, dwelling places and 
children to Murtaza Khan and having confiscated his 
property, I ordered that he should be put to death with 
tortures.’ (Tuzuk-I-Jahangiri, translated by Alexander 
Rogers) 

 
He was made to sit on a burning hot iron sheet while hot 
sand was poured over his body. After enduring five days of 
unrelenting torture Guru Arjun Dev was taken for a bath in 
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the river. As thousands watched he entered the river never to 
be seen again. The way in which he was tortured for his faith 
in and allegiance to the religion started by Guru Nanak, and 
his death as a consequence, changed the course of Sikhism 
forever. 

 
Sikh warriors arose as defenders of the faith from moral and 
spiritual ideals, and not from any hatred of the Muslim rulers 
of the time. After his enlightenment, as he emerged from the 
river Bein, Guru Nanak spoke the words that were to shake 
the evil foundations of the beliefs and practices of his time: 
There is no Hindu, no Mussalman. 

 
SIKH PROMISE OF VICTORY 

The truth Nanak had received directly from God, with the 
injunction to share it with mankind, he himself lived and 
stood for—the unity and equality of all humanity. Guru 
Nanak taught the path of truth and love, and yet determined 
that those desirous of treading the path of love should be 
ever ready to ‘sacrifice their head’. 

 
When Guru Gobind Singh said: ‘I cherish no other desire, I 
long only for the war of righteousness’ (Krishna Avtar, 
Dasam Granth, Ang 798), his way had been prepared by 
Guru Hargobind and his concept of miri piri, the ideal of the 
soldier saint. Even an ordinary man could become brave if 
chosen by God to fight injustice and untruth, especially on 
behalf of those who are powerless to fight for themselves. 

guir kwiFE Bujw pswir moh kUpwrIAw ] (241-3, gauVI mwJ, mÚ 5) 
With outstretchd arms the Guru has lifted me out of a dark pit. 
mY jIiqE jnmu Apwru bhuir n hwrIAw ]6] (241-4, gauVI mwJ, 
mÚ 5) I have won an incomparable life, never to be 
defeated, says Guru Arjun Dev, affirming the promise of 
victory to the believer. 

 
Guru Tegh Bahadur and his son Guru Gobind Singh further 
demonstrated how the blood of martyrs nourished the new 
order envisioned by Guru Nanak. Martyrdom by the Five 
Beloved of the Lord (Panj Piyaras) was the culmination of 
the religious movement started by Guru Nanak. Their 
‘martyrdom’ took place at Anandpur, on the first day of the 
month of Vaisakh, in 1699 AD, when Guru Gobind Singh, 
with a drawn sword in hand, asked for the head of a faithful 
Sikh and, one by one, five came forward. With this 
sacrament of blood, he initiated the Khalsa, the kingdom of 
the pure and righteous, the apotheosis of the teachings of 
Guru Nanak. 

 
The Panj Piyaras had aspired not only willingly to die but 
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also to live selflessly, serving the Guru and mankind. In the 
initiation rites of the Khalsa (Amrit Chhakna), the pledge 
taken is: jeevtian mar rahiye: While alive, to live as though 
dead. 

 
Guru Nanak himself had laid down the test: 
jau qau pRym Kylx kw cwau ] (1412-2, slok vwrW qy vDIk, mhlw 1) 
If you want to play the game of love, 
isru Dir qlI glI myrI Awau ] (1412-2, slok vwrW qy vDIk, 
mhlw 1) Enter my street (tread my path), tender your head 
in the palm of your hand. 

 
Holy water (amrit) was administered by Guru Gobind Singh 
to the Panj Piyaras who were then exalted above all, and 
asked to administer amrit to him in order to initiate him into 
the Khalsa. 
Martyrdom became the patrimony of the Sikhs. 

 
Guru Gobind Singh says: 
ਖ਼ਾਲਸਾ ਮੇਰੋ ਰੂਪ ਹੈ ਖ਼ਾਸ ॥ 
Khalsa is my true distinctive form 
ਖ਼ਾਲਸੇ ਮਿਹ ਹੌ ਕਰੌ ਿਨਵਾਸ ॥ 

In the Khalsa, I abide 
ਖ਼ਾਲਸਾ ਮੇਰੋ ਮਖ ਹੈ ਅੰਗਾ ॥ 
Khalsa is my main limb (support) 
ਖ਼ਾਲਸੇ ਕੇ ਹ� ਸਦ ਸਦ ਸੰਗਾ॥ 
I am always and forever with the Khalsa 

 
Says Guru Gobind Singh in ਸਰਬ ਲੋਹ Sarb Loh 
Granth): I belong to the Khalsa and the Khalsa 
belongs to me 
The way the ocean and the drop are one 

 
When Guru Gobind Singh created the Khalsa and himself 
became an initiate, by subjecting himself to the authority of 
the Panj Piyaras, he signalled to all members of the Khalsa 
that they should be ready to choose martyrdom. 

 
Guru Gobind Singh says to those who have gone before him: 
ਿਮੱਤਰ ਿਪਆਰੇ ਨੰੂ ਹਾਲ ਮੁਰੀਦਾ ਦਾ ਕਿਹਣਾ ॥ 

ਤੁਧੁ ਿਬਨੁ ਰੋਗੁ ਰਜਾਈਆ ਦਾ ਓਢਣ ਨਾਗ ਿਨਵਾਸਾ ਦ ੇਹਿਹਣਾ ॥ 

ਸੂਲ ਸੁਰਾਹੀ ਖੰਜਰ ਿਪਆਲਾ ਿਬੰਗ ਕਸਾਈਆ ਂਦਾ ਸਿਹਣਾ ॥  

ਯਾਰੜ ੇਦਾ ਸਾਨੰੂ ਸੱਥਰੁ ਚੰਗਾ ਭਠ ਖੇਿੜਆ ਦਾ ਰਿਹਣਾ ॥ 

ਯਾਰੜ ੇਦਾ ਸਾਨੰੂ ਸੱਥਰੁ ਚੰਗਾ ਭਠ ਖੇਿੜਆ ਦਾ ਰਿਹਣਾ ॥ 
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 (When you meet Him), tell my Beloved Friend my plight 
(as a consequence of the pledge of Guru Gobind Singh and 
his soldiers to suffer the outermost limits of human 
suffering): 
Without You disease is our coverlet and the pit of 
snakes our abode. Our suffering is like that of animals 
at the hands of butchers. 
(Yet) My friend’s bed on the ground is more pleasing 
than the furnace of a settled life. 

 
Guru Amar Das says: More valuable than all the riches of 
kingdoms is the devotional enumeration of His Names, by 
which Man is led to emulate them, to become identified 
with His attributes, such that there is no separate existence, 
thus His Name is worth millions of kingdoms. 
hir jIau quDu ivthu vwirAw sd hI qyry nwm ivthu bil jweI ] 
rhwau ] (601-3, soriT, mhlw 3) 
Dear Lord, I am a sacrifice unto You; I am forever a 
sacrifice to Your Name. I offer myself. 
Guru Amar Das will not disavow the Word because it is the 
power of God for the salvation of all. 
hm sbid muey sbid mwir jIvwly BweI sbdy hI mukiq pweI ] 
(601-4, soriT, mhlw 3) 
Dying in the Word (shabad) and through dying, in the Word, 
have come alive. O brother, in the Word itself I have found 
enlightenment (mukti). 

 
GAME OF LOVE 

 
The lives of Guru Arjun Dev, Guru Tegh Bahadur and 
Guru Gobind Singh exemplified the significance of 
martyrdom, that there is no salvation without the 
shedding of blood. In Guru Nanak’s words: 
iequ mwrig pYru DrIjY ] (1412-3, slok vwrW qy vDIk, mhlw 1) 
If you should place your feet on this Path, 
isru dIjY kwix n kIjY ]20] (1412-3, slok vwrW qy vDIk, 
mhlw 1) Give Me your head, without deeming it a favor 
(ahsaan) to any other. 

 
Not only did Guru Arjun Dev not surrender to the wishes 
of the Mughal ruler, Jahangir, he did not doubt the will of 
God but with fortitude accepted his sentence of ‘death by 
torture’. 
jo quDu BwvY so prvwxu ] (676-12, DnwsrI, mÚ 
5) Whatever pleases You that alone comes 
to pass. qyry Bwxy no kurbwxu ] (676-12, 
DnwsrI, mÚ 5) 
I am a sacrifice (I bow) to Your Will. 
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With his blood Guru Arjun Dev fulfilled his words: 
pihlw mrxu kbUil jIvx kI Cif Aws ] (1102-10, mwrU, mhlw 
5) First, accept death and lean not on any worldly hope. 
Disavow life, lay not any hope on life. 
hohu sBnw kI ryxukw qau Awau hmwrY pwis ]1] (1102-11, mwrU, 
mhlw 5) Become the dust off the feet of all, then come to 
me. His martyrdom was an offshoot of the Sikh way of life 
as lived and taught by Guru Nanak: Never to compromise 
with truth, ever to remain humble and engaged in service to 
God and mankind. A Sikh’s decision to embrace martyrdom 
symbolised a right relationship with the Almighty, and the 
highest goal of sarbat da bhala (the common weal). 
As said by Kabir: 
iqqu Gir jwau ij bhuir n Awvau ]4]18] (327-9, gauVI, 
kbIr jI)  
A Sikh would then go home---from where there was no 
coming away. 

 
BHAI GURDAS ON MARTYRDOM 

Bhai Gurdas, in his profoundly mystical Vaars on the 
martyrdom of Guru Arjun Dev, uses the word ‘qurbani’ 
for the first martyrdom in Sikh history. Bhai Gurdas (1558-
1637), nephew of Guru Amar Das and compiler of the Adi 
Granth under the direction of Guru Arjun, gives an account 
in his First Vaar of the developments which were to 
culminate in the devotees of Guru Nanak becoming a 
distinctive new religious community. 

 
According to Louis Fenech, the verb qurban (from 
qurbani, sacrifice) occurs thrice in the Holy Koran: 
‘…there are three occurrences of the term qurban in all: 
3:179; 5:30; 46:27’. In the Granth Sahib there are many 
more as in the words of Guru Arjun Dev: 
hau vM\w kurbwxu sweI Awpxy ] (397-4, Awsw, mÚ 5) 
I offer (sacrifice) myself to my Lord and Master. 

 
In the Biblical tradition that the Arabs sought to bring 
themselves ‘near unto Allah’ by shedding their blood in the 
cause of religion, the meaning of the word is ‘proximity’ so 
that ‘qurbani’ is the sacrifice, the end of attributes of the 
personality or self, which brings one in proximity, ‘to be 
near’ the Divine, in His Presence. According to Bhai 
Gurdas, to be one with Him, the profounder the self-
annihilation, the more the closeness and merging, and what 
profounder offering than one’s own life! 

 
For Guru Arjun Dev, even the intercessory deserves our 
sacrifice, what to speak of the Lord, who is found by means 
of the sadh sangat: 
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swDsMgiq kau vwirAw jIau kIAw kurbwxu ] (43-13, isrIrwgu, mÚ 5) 

To the saadh sangat (company of saints) I offer as tribute my 
life. 
 ijs qy soJI min peI imilAw purKu sujwxu ] (43-14, isrIrwgu, 
mÚ 5)  

Through whom, understanding has entered my heart, and I 
have met the All-Knowing Purusha. This is the greatest of all 
offerings a Sikh can make, dying in readiness to meet the 
Lord. 

 
Thus, Bhai Gurdas’ metaphor, of the moth seeking the 
flame, is taken to mean Guru Arjun Dev sought destruction 
of his mortal aspect in order to subsist in the Divine. Bhai 
Gurdas’ meaning in Var XXIV, Pauri 23, goes beyond 
qurbani, in the ordinary sense of sacrifice, to mean an 
exalted, ideal deliverance through death, into a Unity of the 
human and divine. 
ਰਿਹਦੇ ਗੁਰੁ ਦਰੀਆਉ ਿਵਿਚ ਮੀਨ ਕੁਲੀਨ ਹੇਤ ੁਿਨਰਬਾਣੀ । 
Guru (Arjun Dev) remained immersed as fish in a river, the 
river of nirvana, at one in love of nirbaani or Nirvan the 
Lord/highest (state of)possible bliss happiness, the 
quenching of the fires of greed hate delusion. Of spiritual 
descent, Guru Arjun Dev attained the highest state of 
happiness (nirvana) reached by those who have quenched 
the fires of hate and delusion, in the waters of the Divine 
(Nirbani). 
ਦਰਸਨੁ ਦੇਿਖ ਪਤੰਗ ਿਜਉ ਜੋਤੀ ਅੰਦਿਰ ਜੋਿਤ ਸਮਾਣੀ । 
As the moth on having holy darshan alights into the 
flame, so Guru Arjun Dev merged with the Lord, flame 
into flame  
ਸਬਦ ੁਸੁਰਿਤ ਿਲਵ ਿਮਰਗ ਿਜਉ ਭੀੜ ਪਈ ਿਚਿਤ ਅਵਰੁ ਨ ਆਣੀ । 
Caring not for aught, as the deer keeps its consciousness 
focused on the immediate peril, so the Guru when 
undergoing suffering 
attuned his highest consciousness to the Shabad, in surati 
to the exclusion of all else. 
ਚਰਣ ਕਵਲ ਿਮਿਲ ਭਵਰ ਿਜਉ ਸੁਖ ਸੰਪਟ ਿਵਿਚ ਰੈਿਣ ਿਵਹਾਣੀ । 
Like the bee enraptured by the lotus, so Guru Arjun Dev 
delights in the lotus feet of the Lord. The lotus is often used 
as a symbol of enlightenment in the Indian tradition. Bhai 
Gurdas says, Guru Arjun Dev’s enlightened mind reached 
the spiritual treasure of peace and contentedness, enduring 
his night of suffering joyfully at the feet of the Lord.| 
ਗੁਰੁ ਉਪਦੇਸੁ ਨ ਿਵਸਰੈ ਬਾਬੀਹੇ ਿਜਉ ਆਖ ਵਖਾਣੀ । 
The Guru, like the mythical babeeha invoking the Lord, 
preached to his disciples, never to forsake the teachings of 
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the Guru. 
ਗੁਰਮੁਿਖ ਸੁਖ ਫਲ ੁਿਪਰਮ ਰਸੁ ਸਹਜ ਸਮਾਿਧ ਸਾਧ ਸੰਿਗ ਜਾਣੀ । 
The Gurmukh (Guru Arjun Dev) realizes the fruit of his 
love for the Beloved in joyful samadhi in the company of 
the holy. In sahaj, the state above and beyond ordinary 
consciousness (superconsciousness), there is perfect 
absorption between the meditation, the meditator and the 
meditated. 
ਗੁਰ ਅਰਜਨ ਿਵਟਹੁ ਕੁਰਬਾਣੀ ॥੨੩॥ 
I am a sacrifice unto Guru Arjun Dev, says Bhai Gurdas. (I 
cast off attributes of my self to seek proximity to him, so 
beholden am I.) 

 
QURBANI 

Qurbani here is the state of being beside oneself, with 
reverential fear, wonder, and ecstasy, in the presence of the 
Guru. Losing oneself in the rapture of an all-giving love 
brings one to a state called fana by Sufis. 

 
Bhai Gurdas uses the Arabic qurbani not for the manner of 
Guru Arjun Dev’s death or the cause for which he chose to 
be a martyr, but for the mystical meaning of his act of 
choosing death, in the cause which arose before him (the 
avowal of his faith). The word ‘qurban’ is derived from 
‘qurb’, meaning proximity, nearness, the opposite of ‘doori’ 
or distance, and ‘qurbani’ is explained by Bhai Kahan Singh 
Nabha as: ‘the action by which one is in a relationship of 
nearness’ (translated). It is also universally believed that 
man is near to God after death. So both the existence of God 
and life in Him are postulated in Sikh martyrdom. 

 
The word ‘qurbani’ then identifies Guru Arjun Dev as being 
in nearness to the Divine, in unity with God, like fish 
immersed in the ocean. Fish in the ocean is a frequently used 
poetic metaphor for Unity with the Divine, as also the moth 
seeking to become a flame within fire, the Divine Light. The 
moth seeks illumination, which ultimately effaces the moth’s 
identity as a creature (his creaturliness) and transforms it into 
a flame. The martyr’s progress toward annihilation is 
comparable. Fire, which transmutes the quality of all things 
to its own quality, leaves the essence of gold unchanged---
cleansed of dross. 
Bhai Gurdas’ verses highlight Guru Arjun Dev’s 
martyrdom as manifesting God’s propinquity. 
 
DEFIANCE OF MUGHAL EMPIRE 

 
The Ardas, which is a formal petitioning by Sikhs 
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everywhere (it forms part of the daily prayers of the Sikhs 
and is recited at the beginning and completion of every 
undertaking or celebration), recounts the tortures endured 
by Sikh martyrs in Mughal times. From the time Babur 
invaded India in 1526, with the exception of Akbar’s reign, 
the Guru-period was marked by persecution of the young 
Sikh sect by Mughal and Afghan regimes. 

 
The Sikhs accepted the plurality of faiths and rejected the 
claim of a monopoly over truth by any one religion. This 
ideology was in direct conflict with the Din Ilahi of Jahangir 
and his successors, especially Aurangzeb. Aurangzeb 
succeeded Akbar (1542-1605) who was known for his 
liberal religious policies and who had amicable relations 
with the Sikh Gurus, according to Sikh chronicles. However, 
his son Jahangir was alarmed by the growing influence of 
Guru Arjun Dev, as he wrote in the Tuzk: 
‘So many of the simple-minded Hindus, nay, many foolish 
Muslims too had been fascinated by the Guru’s ways and 
teaching. For many years the thought had been presenting 
itself to my mind that either I should put an end to this false 
traffic or that he be brought into the fold of Islam…. 
I fully knew of his heresies, and I ordered that he should be 
brought into my presence, that his property be confiscated 
and that he should be put to death with torture.’ 

 
Bearing witness to the truth of his faith and his own 
unswerving allegiance to it, Guru Arjun Dev refused to 
disavow the religion started by Guru Nanak. As a 
contemporary Christian missionary records: this ‘good 
Pope’ died overwhelmed by the sufferings, torments, and 
dishonours heaped on him by a fanatical ruler. Thus he 
became the first martyr of the Sikh faith. 

 
MARTYRDOM OF GURU TEGH BAHADUR 

Born in Amritsar, Guru Tegh Bahadur (1621-1675) was the 
Ninth Guru, a chosen successor of Guru Nanak. To this day 
he is honoured by people of different religions for 
championing the right of Hindus (non-Muslims) to worship 
as they pleased in a Muslim state. 

 
From the 16th to the 18th centuries, the Mughal dynasty 
governed a sprawling empire encompassing northern and 
central India, almost all of Pakistan and much of 
Afghanistan---even as Hindu Maratha warriors in India’s 
south held out against Mughal armies. Proselytization from 
the 16th century onwards changed colour frequently. 
Persuasive preaching by Sufis and liberal Muslim clerics 
was the positive side to the negatives of fear of the death 
sentence and enslavement of the surviving family. 
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During his reign Aurangzeb, who was emperor of a Mughal 
empire “which exceeded that of any previous Indian ruler”, 
sought to impose Islam on the common people.  His 
fanatical religious policy decreed, ‘to destroy with a willing 
hand the schools and temples of the infidels and put an entire 
stop to their religious practices and teachings’ (1699). He 
imposed the much-hated jizya, a tax levied on non-Muslims 
(1679). Some Hindu temples were demolished while others 
received grants. Non-Muslims were forced to pay higher 
rates of taxation and Muslims, who would not conform 
strictly to Islamic law, were also persecuted. Summoned to 
Delhi, Guru Tegh Bahadur refused to abjure his faith and 
was condemned for blasphemy and executed in Chandni 
Chowk in 1675. 

 
Guru Teg Bahadur instilled a new level of spiritual 
courage into the hearts of Sikhs: 
BY kwhU kau dyq nih nih BY mwnq Awn ] (1427-7, slok, mhlw 9) 
One who does not frighten anyone or himself admits to 
fear.  
Guru Nanak had advocated the protection of the 
oppressed and powerless as a moral duty, for which 
strength could be gained through prayer, the pursuit of 
truth, obedience to the Lord’s command and self-denial. 
Sikhs had already begun initiating religious and social 
reforms to uplift the fallen masses. By their heroic 
defiance and willingness to be martyred they hastened 
the decline of the Mughal Empire. 

 
MARTYRDOM IN HISTORY 
WH McLeod is right in saying that both sacred scripture and 
history are important in understanding Sikhism: Both are 
equally pertinent in understanding the percept of martyrdom 
in Sikhism. With Guru Tegh Bahadur’s martyrdom, Sikh 
history was read as having established a state of spiritual 
realization in which Sikhs were ready to lay down their lives 
to uphold the truth of their religious and political 
convictions, both being intertwined from the time of Guru 
Nanak’s vision of Sachkhand expressed in Japji Sahib. 

 
Bhai Jetha and Bhai Lakhi Shah did not flinch from 
cremating the decapitated body of Guru Tegh Bahadur at the 
spot where now stands Gurdwara Rakab Ganj, in spite of the 
risk of certain death if caught. The list of martyrs includes 
Bhai Mati Das (who was sawed in two), Bhai Sati Das and 
Bhai Dayala (burnt alive in a burning degh of oil); 
Sahibzadas Ajit Singh and Jujhar Singh who died fighting at 
Chamkaur, and Sahibzadas Zorawar and Fateh Singh who 
were bricked alive in Sirhind. True martyrdom was the 
willingness to die without murmur exhibiting exemplary 
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courage and endurance. 
 

Guru Tegh Bahadur decried religious intolerance as unjust 
and immoral. The Sikhs believe that the religious history of 
mankind provides no better example than Guru Tegh 
Bahadur of a spiritual leader laying down his life for the 
right of all to freely practice their religion. 

 
Several hymns in the Granth Sahib criticize the caste-
enforcing brahminical rituals of the Hindus, however, the 
Granth Sahib unequivocally states that the scriptures of 
neither the Indian nor the Semitic religions can be called 
false, rather, those who do not act on the doctrines enshrined 
in them are false. 

 
ADVENT OF THE KHALSA 
 
Upholding Dharma in the universe rather than the dharma of 
one’s religion alone---this was the principle carried forward 
by Guru Tegh Bahadur’s son, Guru Gobind Singh---who 
forged with steel and the sacrament of blood a sat sangha 
(Sanskrit for a body of people who have come together, in a 
sanga or organization, to ascertain the reality (sat) of the 
pure (khalas)). The archetype (khalsa) established by the 
Tenth Guru is the mystic realization of the truth taught by 
the Ten Gurus, over a period of 250 years. 

 
As Guru Gobind Singh writes in Chaupai, Bachitar 
Natak: ‘The Divine Guru hath sent me for religion’s 
sake 
On this account, I have come into the world; extend 
the faith everywhere 
Seize and destroy the evil and sinful. Understand this, ye 
holymen, in your minds 
I assumed birth for the purpose of spreading the faith, 
saving the saints and extirpating all tyrants.’ 

 
In a remarkable manifestation of righteousness, when only 
nine years old, Guru Gobind Singh told his father there was 
no better person than him to pay the price to save the 
Kashmiri pandits who had come to him for help. When 
Guru Tegh Bahadur (Brave of Sword) said, ‘A great man is 
required to lay down his life to save them…’ 
‘Who can be greater than you, Father!’ the child 
Gobind had observed. 

 
In Bachitra Natak (V:1416) he writes that the martyrdom of 
Guru Tegh Bahadur was an act unparalled in history: 
‘Their tilak and janju the Lord saved, 
Great deed the Guru performed in the 
Kalyug… For Dharma’s sake he performed 
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this deed; 
He gave away his head, but not his resolve… 
Breaking the body pitcher on the Delhi king’s 
head, Left he for the Realm Celestial, 
None else performed the kind of 
deed As did Guru Tegh Bahadur.’ 

 
Even when threatened with the penalty of death by torture, 
his sons, the four sahibzadas, Ajit Singh, Jujhar Singh, Fateh 
Singh and Zorawar Singh, refused to disavow or abjure the 
Sikh faith (the primacy of sidak) and were sentenced to 
death. Undaunted, the four sahibzadas embraced martyrdom 
and two were bricked alive, the favoured form of torture, 
leading to death, of the Mughal forces. 
The Sikh recognizes his duty to Akal Purakh: to obey His 
Word, never to disown it and to esteem it before all else in 
the world. In the concluding swayiyas in Chandi Charitra 
Ukti Bilas, Guru Gobind Singh has penned his prayer for 
martyrdom and victory in death: 
ਜਬ ਆਵ ਕੀ ਅਉਧ ਿਨਦਾਨ ਬਨ�  ਅਤ ਹੀ ਰਨ ਮੈ ਤਬ ਜੂਝ ਮਰ� ॥੨੩੧॥ 
When age reaches its span and the end of my life comes, 
I pray that I may die fighting on the battlefield. 

 
The term shahid has acquired many shades of meaning in 
the course of Sikh history. The colour given to the meaning 
of qurbani by Guru Nanak deepened by the time of Guru 
Gobind Singh. Guru Gobind Singh called upon his followers 
to offer their heads in unquestioning obedience to the Guru, 
thus bonding holiness with martyrdom. In the initiation rite 
of Amrit, the pledge taken is: jeevtian mar rahiye (While 
alive to live as though dead). During the 18th and early 19th 
centuries, the title ‘Akali’ (meaning votary of Akal, the 
Timeless One) designated Sikh warriors who were noted for 
their bravery, lack of servility, individualistic independence, 
and obedience to none but Akal Purakh. 

 
PROPER ASCRIPTION OF WORTH 

By simran---remembrance of the Name, chanting it, exalting 
it in hymns, meditating on it, attaining knowledge of it, 
becoming absorbed in it through the power of 
consciousness---the Sikh is transformed into a faithful 
witness of the Truth, the One God. The word martyr is 
derived from the Greek word martys, for the one who 
witnesses by his willingness to die, the True Being. Courage 
in the face of death consists in the proper (God directed) 
ascription of worth to the ‘knowing’, at the level of thought 
and emotion, of that which leads to outward performance, 
namely the offering of one’s life as testimony to God’s 
cause. 
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Guru Nanak in his Mul Mantra states Ik Oankar is the 
embodiment of all conceivable virtue, and there is provision 
that He, who is Supreme Virtue, can be realized not in a 
Garden of Paradise or Heaven in the hereafter, but in the 
here and now:  
hir idsih hwjru jwhrw ] (74-12, isrIrwgu, mÚ 5) 
 
MUL MANTRA 
 
In the opening lines of the Granth Sahib, the monotheism 
preached by Guru Nanak, has been laid out as the Mul 
Mantra (seed mantra) for his Sikhs to own as an article of 
their faith (the mantra being by definition a spiritual poetic 
formulation, consisting of words that combine spiritual 
exaltation with the highest ethical and philosophical insight 
and transformative power): 
<> siq nwmu krqw purKu inrBau inrvYru Akwl mUriq AjUnI 
sYBM gur pRswid ] 
Going beyond the idea of numbers created by the mind of 
man (Ik Oankar iterates ‘There is but One God’), Guru 
Nanak in the highest realms of mystical meaning invokes 
God as Truth, incarnated as Names (Satnam); cognizable to 
humans, as Doer (Karta Purakh); unconditionally existent, 
hence (Nirbhao), without the fear that attends the 
conditionality of human life; Nirvair because God is not the 
friend of one and the enemy of the other. God is neither the 
object nor the subject of contradiction as he is beyond time 
and space (Akal Murat); beyond incarnation in the world 
(Ajuni); eternally self-existent (Saibhang); known by the 
grace of the Guru (Gur Prasad). 

 
Though it may be different in the form it takes in different 
religions, truth exists and human beings have seen it 
vouchsafed in the world throughout the ages. There is a 
Higher Being permeating all things, an impartation in the 
world that accords distinction to individuals and their 
actions, often unknown to worldly men. 
 
Language, thought, imagination, even intuition, cannot 
apprehend this Higher Being in entirety, but Guru Nanak’s 
ascription of the highest worth to the ‘knowing’ attests that 
this Being attends our spiritual consciousness, our ethical 
conduct and our moral ideals. 

 
Says Baba Farid, men judge others with their own 
limited understanding: 
hMsu aufir koDRY pieAw loku ivfwrix jwie ] (1381-7, slok, 
syK PrId jI) 
The swans fly and land in the field of grain. The people go to 
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chase them away. 
gihlw loku n jwxdw hMsu n koDRw Kwie ]65] (1381-7, slok, syK 
PrId jI) 
The unthinking people do not know that swans do not eat grain. 
As Guru Nanak says: 
srvr hMs Dury hI mylw KsmY eyvY Bwxw ] (956-12, rwmklI, 
mÚ 1)  
The union of the swan-soul and the lake-waters is 
primordial, so the Master has willed. 
srvr AMdir hIrw moqI so hMsw kw Kwxw ] (956-12, rwmklI, 
mÚ 1)  
Diamonds and pearls (precious, invaluable truth-findings) 
are in this lake-world---such is the food of swan-souls. 
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