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Theme 2: Religious concepts

Knowledge and understanding of religion and belief

A.

Exploring Sikh teachings concerning self, death, afterlife and meaning and purpose of life, with 
reference to:

Philosophical understanding of the Sikh concept of God:

God is the one, the only one and the one without a second; symbolism of Ik Onkar (Adi Granth 
929,1035,1037); God as personal – Adi Granth 784, 1190; God as nirguna (without attributes) and 
saguna (with attributes); God as omnipotent and omniscient; God as creator and sustainer of life – 
Adi Granth 25, 684,700; God as immanent and transcendent.

B.
The soul:

Nature of the soul - divine spark of Wahegurū, ethereal and non-material; union with Wahegurū. 
The aim of breaking cycle of rebirth; journey of the soul through many life forms to attain this aim; 
stages of development on the path of enlightenment including stage of Saram Khand, the realm of 
effort and realm of grace; monist and monotheistic understanding of the relationship between God 
and the soul.

C. Karma, rebirth and mukti:

Philosophical understanding of the path of liberation – replacement of ignorance by spiritual 
enlightenment affected by God’s Grace – it is the meaning and purpose of life; the role of karma and 
transmigration of the soul; union with God – Adi Granth 1127, 905, 275 as the meaning and purpose 
of Sikh life.

Issues for analysis and evaluation will be drawn from any aspect of the content above, such as:

• The relevant importance of the Sikh concept of God in relation to other concepts.

• Whether the most important Sikh teaching about God is that God is personal.

• The impact of Sikh teachings about the soul on the Sikh view of humanity.

• The relationship between God and the soul in Sikhism – monist or monotheistic.

• The relevance of Sikh beliefs about rebirth and mukti for Sikhs today.

• The influence of belief in karma on Sikh lifestyle.



Theme 2: Religious concepts

Karma, rebirth and mukti
The path of liberation: philosophical understandings
The word ‘liberation’ refers to a process or a state of being set free. It implies 
‘getting over’ or ‘transcending’ limits or obstacles which would otherwise tie one 
down. ‘Liberation’ sometimes gets used in relation to people’s social condition, 
e.g. for movements which seek to lift people from poverty, prejudice or political 
domination.  The term also gets used in religious contexts, where it is related 
to our inward, spiritual condition. You might sometimes hear ‘liberation’ being 
used interchangeably with terms like ‘emancipation’ and ‘salvation’, depending 
on how different religious traditions conceive the human self or soul.

Muktī is the word used in Sikh teaching for liberation. If you look back to the 
second to last section of 2B, where it was introduced, you will note that the Sikh 
Gurus engaged with the concept of muktī in different ways, given that it was a 
prevalent concept with its roots in Hindu thought. They accepted that muktī – 
popularly understood as liberation from the cycles of birth and death - could 
be an outcome of leading a spiritually enlightened and blessed life. Given the 
presence of Islam in India, the Gurus appreciated that some might see muktī 
as securing a place in heaven or paradise, as it is conceived in the Abrahamic 
religions.

Whatever the religious viewpoint, the Gurus were keen to highlight the risk that 
the desire to attain muktī could become self-seeking; the greater goal was to 
realise God’s sacred presence within and without, so as to transform the values 
by which one lives and relates to others. We can see then that, even though the 
Gurus regularly described muktī as an outcome or by-product of one’s religious 
endeavours, they warned against making it the underlying motive:

Dharmī dharam kareh gāvāveh mangeh mokh duār

The religious people waste their religious efforts, as they beg for liberation’s 
door.

 Guru Granth Sahib, p. 469

 

As noted earlier, the learning goal set out by the Gurus was to live as a jīvan-
mukat, someone who is spiritually liberated whilst still alive in the present.  A 
jīvan-mukat is understood to be free from the grip of haumai, the selfish ego. 
Such a person is also free from the grip of māya, the web of worldly phenomena 
which can delude and blind us to life’s deeper reality and purpose. For the jīvan-
mukat, worldly phenomena can serve as reminders of life’s sacred dimension 
rather than distractions from it and the power of māya has no hold. He or she 
readily embodies core spiritual attributes, such as love (i.e. rising above hate or 
fear), care (rising above apathy or neglect), selfless giving (rising above greed 
and exploitation). The practice of these attributes enables what you could see 
as ‘little liberations’ through the course of one’s everyday life, as one consciously 
chooses how to think and act in response to changing situations and generates 
the habits and dispositions of a spiritually liberated person. 

This section covers AO1 
content

SPECIFICATION 
CONTENT:

Philosophical 
understanding of the 
path of liberation – 
replacement of ignorance 
by spiritual enlightenment 
affected by God’s grace 
– it is the meaning and 
purpose of life.

Key term

Muktī – liberation, 
entailing absorption 
with God; understood as 
liberation from the cycle 
of rebirth or liberation 
from grip of the self-
centred ego.

Key ideas

Muktī was a long-
established concept in 
India, to which the Sikh 
Gurus offered some 
distinctive responses.

They saw that the desire 
for liberation in the 
afterlife risked becoming 
a self-centred motive for 
doing good deeds.

The Gurus thus stressed 
the ideal of a jīvan-mukat, 
someone who is liberated 
from the selfish ego and 
connected to God in the 
here and now.



A jīvan-mukat is also able to accept and live in tune with the hukam (divine 
will), the order or flow of existence which is beyond our human control. 
Accepting the wider hukam, such a person is able to wisely exercise free 
will, without being enslaved or misguided by the narrow or negative side of 
human nature. Because he or she has learnt to ‘conquer the self’ (Sri Guru 
Granth Sahib, p. 6), liberation in Sikh thought is thus closely linked to the idea 
of sovereignty, in terms of each person’s capacity to rule the self wisely (as 
is reflected in many facets of Sikh identity, such as the panj kakkār or Five 
Ks, or the names Singh and Kaur, introduced in Theme 1). In this way, the 
Sikh concept of liberation is directly tied in with living a value-centred life 
in the here and now, as well as being associated with our journey into the 
hereafter.

Spiritual ignorance and enlightenment 
Often in Gurbānī, liberation and enlightenment are depicted hand in hand:

Phūto āndā bharam ka maneh bheio pargās

Kātī berī pageh te gur kīnī band khalās

The egg of delusion has burst; my mind has become illumined with light

The Guru has shattered the shackles on my feet and has set me free.

 Guru Granth Sahib, p. 1002

You will recall that Sikhs understand the word Guru to signify one who is 
capable of taking one ‘from darkness to light’. This illumination is seen to 
occur in the arena of one’s man (remember, this is pronounced to rhyme with 
‘sun’) or mind. When you cannot ‘see’ clearly, your thoughts or actions are 
prone to be misguided, because you base them on how things dimly appear 
to you. Many scriptural analogies therefore evoke the illuminating power of 
light:

Chāndanā chāndan āngan, prabh jio antar chāndna.

Moonlight, moonlight, let the moonlight of God fill the courtyard of the mind.

 Guru Granth Sahib, p. 1018

This focus on the mind has been explored in the Sikh oral tradition of kathā 
(spoken reflection on Sikh teachings). The late Giani Sant Singh Maskeen, 
for example, highlights that the very purpose of the Sikh dharam or faith is 
to cultivate the unseen mind. This is why one of the key domains described 
in Jap Ji Sahib (discussed at the end of 2B) involves the refining of human 
consciousness. If Sikh means ‘learner’, a key thrust of Sikh teachings 
and practices is to educate, encourage, enlighten and transform the mind 

SPECIFICATION CONTENT:

Replacement of ignorance 
by spiritual enlightenment 
affected by God’s grace.

Key idea

In Sikh teaching, ignorance 
and enlightenment are 
visualised as a state of 
dimness or illumination in 
the arena of the mind.  This 
affects how one sees things 
and therefore how one 
thinks and acts.

Key ideas

A core purpose of the 
teachings and practices of 
the Sikh faith is to educate, 
encourage, enlighten and 
transform the mind. This is 
by helping it to: 

•	Get a clearer picture 
of the tendencies and 
susceptibilities of one’s 
human condition

•	Perceive the guiding 
presence of the soul within

•	Practically overcome the 
mind’s enslavement to 
haumai, the selfish ego

•	Strengthen our inherent 
spiritual dispositions to 
shape and govern how we 
live.



by lifting it out of the gloom or dark shadows of spiritual ignorance. This 
ignorance can include: not being aware of one’s human condition or able to 
recognise one’s vulnerability to the forces at play; neglecting the presence 
of the soul within; amassing intellectual knowledge without rising above the 
selfish ego. One verse depicts the mind as being in slumber, barely noticing 
the negative traits which creep up and rob us like thieves. It states:

Is greh meh koī jagat rehai…

Rare are those who remain awake and alert in the home of the self

 Sri Guru Granth Sahib, p. 182

Consider also the messages put forward in the following lines:

Jiou kastūrī mirag na jānai bhramdā bharam bhulāeiā

Ignorant of the soul’s presence within, people wander deluded by doubt

Like the musk deer who searches outside for the fragrance

Which is housed in his very own body.

Parhiā mūrakh ākhīai jis lab lobh ahankārā

The learned scholar remains but a fool,

When consumed by selfish greed and arrogance.

 Guru Granth Sahib, p. 140

The overcoming of spiritual ignorance is one way to explain ‘enlightenment’, 
although people may have different understandings of this term. In western 
Europe, the Enlightenment was a period of historical change, which involved 
breaking the traditional hold of religious authority to shape society along 
rational lines. It was known also as the ‘Age of Reason’. As teachings from 
Buddhist and other eastern traditions travelled westwards, this helped to 
strengthen alternative ideas of ‘enlightenment’ rooted in spiritual thought. 

From a Sikh perspective, the power to reason, discern and make choices puts 
humans at the pinnacle of all life forms. Reasoned reflection is one aspect 
of enlightenment, but the role of practical endeavour and grace are also key; 
enlightenment is best seen as a process of education and transformation 
and, importantly, the kind of approach to living which flows from that. 



The mind’s education and alignment to Truth
The process of education and transformation involves, at one level, having 
greater self-awareness and the ability to self-analyse. Here is how one Sikh 
author explains the turning point of a person who has begun to see himself 
anew:

‘His ego is like a caricature in front of his mind’s eye and his predominant 
thoughts and ideals are laid before him…He wants the false ego, the ‘I’ he has 
created by an uneducated mind, to be finished. He no longer wants to identify 
himself with his old concept of ‘self’, his lower state of being.’ – Ranjeev 
Singh Sidhu

At another level, the mind’s education involves continuous practice to live 
in an enlightened way.  The emphasis on practice is reflected in the first 
question which appears in the Guru Granth Sahib. Rather than asking ‘How 
can one be liberated?’ or ‘How can one be enlightened?’ or ‘How can one be 
saved?’, it asks:

Kiv sachiārā hoieai, kiv kūrai tutai pal?

How can one be true in life’s practice, how can one break the veil of falsehood?

Guru Granth Sahib, p. 6

The term sachiārā suggests someone who ‘walks the way of truth’, a 
practitioner of truth, or a ‘truth-smith’ who generates thoughts and actions 
which are authentic rather than fake and lives in a way which is aligned to 
a greater Truth. This explains why there are many analogies which contrast 
‘counterfeit’ goods from the ‘genuine article’ to explain the Guru’s role in 
transforming people’s mindsets:

Satgur khotiahu khare kare sabad savāranhār

The True Guru transforms what was counterfeit into something genuine

Through the sacred word and teaching, he embellishes and exalts us.

Guru Granth Sahib, p. 143

Truth, of course, can be understood in different ways. One can ask, does it 
involve seeing things as they are, or as they could be? We know from our study 
so far that the Sikh Gurus were interested in seeing possibilities for people’s 
personal and collective transformation. Their teachings ‘deconstructed’ the 
self and society by observing human nature and the social conditions of their 
time. By offering people a clearer view of the forces which were generating 
these realities, they built on the idea that ‘seeing is believing’, i.e. that you 
can accept something when you are better able to see it. Yet the Gurus also 
encouraged a human response to a ‘higher Truth’ and demonstrated faith in 
human potential as well as in the workings of grace. In this way, the idea that 

Key ideas

In Sikh teaching, the mind’s 
education involves learning 
to become sachiārā – a 
person who ‘walks the way 
of Truth’ in life’s practice.  
This means being ‘genuine’ 
and not ‘counterfeit’ in one’s 
thoughts and actions.  It also 
involves aligning oneself to 
a ‘higher truth’ – that each 
of us has the potential to 
live daily life in a spiritually 
enlightened way. 



‘believing is seeing’ also underpins the Sikh view of the enlightened mind, i.e. 
that truth involves a vision of how things can be, rather than mirroring how 
they appear before us.

The role of the Guru and of divine grace
If we understand the Sikh faith as a school or path of learning, the relationship 
between teacher and learner is an important one. As a learner, you need to 
put in your effort. Observing you, a teacher may decide to let you carry on 
with your efforts a bit longer, or pick a moment to shine a light and help you 
turn a new corner in your learning, or to gift you with something to recognise 
your hopes and achievements and to motivate you further. You can see this 
as a moment of grace or blessing, which brings a benign force or energy 
into play. This is prompted by the teacher’s favourable state of mind and 
discernment of your intentions and efforts. 

For Sikhs, the Guru is likewise understood to confer blessings as well as 
transfer knowledge, whether the Guru is conceived as 1) the scriptural 
teachings, 2) the ever-present light of the ten historical Gurus, 3) God, 
or Waheguru (‘wondrous Guru’). We know from Theme 1 that, when the 
scriptural verses are read, recited and sung, the Guru is perceived as a 
person – with voice, tone, manner and personality. The teachings are 
seen to lead to liberation and enlightenment because they are regarded 
as stemming from the liberated and enlightened consciousness of the 
Gurus and other saintly igures. Because the teachings are lyrical and 
melodic, they are seen to touch and bless the mind as well as to inform 
it. Rather than being seen as an inanimate text, the Guru-as-scripture is 
thus understood as a lifelong ‘coach’ for navigating across life’s waters. 
Through it Sikhs also sense the mystical presence and blessings of the 
historical Gurus and of God.

Because learning in the Sikh faith is not seen as a solitary activity but as 
involving a relationship with the Guru, or ‘enlightener’, the path to 
enlightened living is seen as affected by divine grace and not only shaped 
by one’s own efforts. This affects Sikh ideas of the role of karma and the 
transmigration of the soul, which we will turn to examine next.

Key idea

In the Sikh faith, the Guru-
Sikh or ‘teacher-learner’ 
relationship is seen as key 
to learning and to spiritual 
growth. 

The ‘Guru’ may be perceived 
by Sikhs as the lyrical words 
of scripture or as the non-
tangible guiding light of the 
ten Gurus and God.

Like a teacher who provides 
the learner with moments 
of insight, reassurance, 
encouragement or help, 
the Guru is seen to confer 
blessings as well as impart 
knowledge.



Karma and kirpā: the interplay of action and grace
In 2B we learnt that Sikh teaching accepts that one’s life journey is set in the 
wider context of the transmigration of the soul through the cycle of rebirths. 
It also accepts that a ‘law of karma’ operates to determine, to some degree, 
the nature and conditions of the next life a soul will enter and experience. It 
also highlights the role of kirpā or grace.

In various texts about eastern religious traditions, karma is often explained 
as the law of ‘cause and effect’ or of ‘action and reaction’. Phrases used in 
English which echo its basic principle include: ‘what goes around, comes 
around’ and ‘you reap what you sow’. Even phrases like ‘good karma’ or ‘bad 
karma’ have entered English usage to suggest the kind of consequences our 
thoughts and actions might generate.

The Sikh Gurus were responding to various established understandings of 
the law of karma, as they observed how it influenced religious thinking and 
practices of the time. We will now try to understand how it fitted into the 
distinctive view of enlightened living which the Gurus were setting out. In 
Sikh teaching, the Punjabi word ‘karam’ is used rather than the Sanskrit/Hindi 
form, karma. The root sound ‘kar’ carries the idea of doing. So karam means 
(in the singular and plural) action(s) or deed(s), which carry intentions and 
consequences.

In one respect, the Sikh Gurus clearly emphasised the importance of ethical, 
virtuous or noble action. This is referred to as ‘shubh karam’ as described in 
Guru Gobind Singh’s famous verse about living and dying with the desire to 
constantly strive to do what is good and right (see Theme 1). This is linked 
to the idea of dharam as responsible, dutiful living. Stressing that what 
counts in life is what we do rather than just say, Guru Nanak underlined in 
the morning prayer, Jap Ji Sahib:

Punnī pāpī ākhan nāhi, kar kar karnā likh lai jahu

Words alone do not make a person a so-called saint or sinner;

It is the script of one’s repeated and accumulated actions

Which gets engraved on to the soul.

Guru Granth Sahib, p. 4

In another daily prayer, the Anand Sahib or ‘Song of Bliss’, the third Guru 
poses a question addressed to one’s human body, to focus attention not 
on abstract beliefs but on practical deeds which are directed by a spiritual 
consciousness to make this life worthy and fruitful. Karam can be understood 
here both as actions and as the effects that are generated from the practice 
of those actions:

The role of karma and 
transmigration of the soul.

Key terms

Karam – Punjabi word for 
action, work, deed; the 
consequences of such 
action.

Karma – the Sanskrit/
Hindi word for above.  It 
has entered English usage 
to refer to fate or destiny 
and the good or bad 
effects of our actions.

Key ideas

Sikh teaching emphasises 
the importance of 
karam when this is: 1) 
understood as ethical 
and worthy action and; 
2) contrasted with words
or rhetoric which are
superficial or out of line
with practice.

Key ideas

The Sikh Gurus were wary 
of people’s preoccupation 
with karam when this 
was understood as: 1) 
good deeds performed 
for the underlying motive 
of personal gain or; 2) 
religious rites performed 
to attract good karmic 
consequences. 

They emphasised the 
quality of acting in a way 
that is nishkām – i.e. 
unconditional or without 
motives for personal gain.



Eh sarīrā meriā is jag meh āei kai kiā tudh karam kamāiā

Oh my body, having entered this world, what deeds have you practised and 
what effects have you generated in this life?

 Guru Granth Sahib, p. 922

Despite this emphasis on action, the Gurus were also aware that, because 
of the backdrop of belief in transmigration, people tended to see actions as 
bringing rewards or punishments, rather like moves on a game of snakes 
and ladders. Moreover, the word karam signified not only every day actions 
but also religious rites performed to create good karmic consequences or 
override bad ones. For the Gurus, such performance can remain calculated 
for personal gain and so end up as a barrier to muktī or liberation from 
haumai, the selfish ego. Rather they emphasised the practice of deeds 
which were nishkām, i.e. without (nish) desire (kām) for a rewarding outcome 
and performed out of a sense of connectivity to God as the source of all 
virtue and desire to serve creation. The character of such deeds becomes 
unconditional rather than transactional.

Indeed, as social observers, the Gurus were vehemently critical of outward 
shows of karam and dharam, in the sense of religious rites and practices, 
when they were symptoms of pākhand or hypocrisy (Guru Granth Sahib 
p. 747). Thus the very word karam (like dharam) had positive or negative 
connotations in their teachings, depending on the context in which the Gurus 
were using it and the messages they were trying to convey.

The idea that our actions generate positive or negative after-effects can 
encourage us to live in a more mindful and responsible way and this attitude 
was certainly encouraged by the Gurus. However, to see one’s life conditions 
as wholly determined by past actions can also lead to a fatalistic, and so 
pessimistic or hopeless, view of human affairs and human destiny, which 
was not accepted by the Gurus. On the one hand they urged people to realise 
that the power to do and change things lay in their hands, as echoed in the 
Sikh practice of wearing a steel karā on the hand of action:

Āpan hathhī āpnā, āpe hī kāj savārīai

With our own hands, we have the capacity to resolve our affairs

 Guru Granth Sahib, p. 474

This statement occurs in a verse which at the same time acknowledges 
God’s all-powerful nature. This reflects a dual emphasis the Gurus were 
giving to human agency and potential on the one hand, and to God’s ultimate 
power and grace on the other.  Whilst they accepted the role of one’s karam 
in determining the ‘garment’, i.e. body one’s soul acquires, it is the gaze of 
divine grace (nadar) which enables liberation:

Key terms

Nishkām – without (nish) 
desire (kām) for reward.  The 
quality of being altruistic, 
doing things without seeking 
reward.

Transactional – requiring 
a transaction, something 
acquired in return for 
something else, e.g. when 
buying and selling.

Unconditional – requiring 
nothing in return, with no 
conditions laid down.

Key term

Karam – Persian/Arabic 
term used in Sikh teaching, 
related to notions of grace, 
generosity, magnanimity.



Karamī āvai kaprhā, nadarī mokh duār

It is through past actions that one acquires the garment of this body

But it is through the gaze of grace that one reaches liberation’s door.

 Guru Granth Sahib, p. 2

This leads Sikhs to understand that while there are some aspects of our life 
conditions that may be predetermined through the law of karma, we each 
come with the potential to realise the light of God within and manifest this 
state of realisation through our actions. This explains why some aspects of 
Sikh identity and practice point towards each person’s dignity and sovereignty 
(e.g. the turban, the kirpān, the names Singh and Kaur), whilst at the same 
time they emphasise humility before the Guru and God (e.g. bowing before 
the Guru Granth Sahib, attitudes of accepting the hukam or divine will). 
Interestingly, as we learnt in 2B, whilst karam is a word of Sanskrit origin 
meaning action, the same word, karam, in Persian/Arabic means grace. This 
coincidence underscores, for Sikhs, that one’s efforts as a learner and the 
blessings of a teacher go hand in hand in the learning journey of human 
life. Indeed, whilst the Gurus emphasised the need to be ‘genuine’ and not 
‘counterfeit’ in one’s thoughts and actions, they also stated:

Tudh bhāvai tā bakhas laihi khote sang khare

If it pleases you, God, you forgive and bless 

The counterfeit along with the genuine.

 Guru Granth Sahib, p. 261

Union with God as the meaning and purpose of life 
The ‘meaning of life’ is a phrase we commonly hear. You might relate it 
to other phrases like, ‘Why are we here?’ or ‘What’s life all about?’. Let’s 
pause to think about the word, ‘meaning’. When we give a wave, a smile or 
a frown, we ‘mean’ something because we are ‘saying’ something. We are 
communicating some intended message. In Punjabi, the word for ‘meaning’ 
is ‘matlab’. This suggests the task of finding out (lab) the thinking (mat) 
behind something, i.e. how we make sense of it. Just as we learn to read 
and make sense of words on a page or a screen, we also learn to ‘read’ and 
make sense of the world around us. There are meanings being signalled all 
around us by what people say and do - which we can sometimes misread as 
well (e.g. the intention behind a smile).

So, to ask, ‘What is the meaning of life?’, is to wonder if the phenomenon 
of life is ‘saying’ something to us and to probe what reasons lie behind our 
existence. You might interpret life as ‘meaningless’ or ‘meaningful’, or read 
it differently at different stages of your life. Often a sense of meaning is 
linked to having a sense of identity and belonging; when we feel connected 
to others or to something greater than our individual self, life tends to 

Union with God – Adi 
Granth 1127, 905, 275 as 
the meaning and purpose 
of Sikh life.

Key ideas

The Gurus presented ‘union 
with God’ not just as a 
single event in this life or 
as a state that could be 
acquired in the afterlife.

They taught about 
cultivating a state of 
continuous absorption or 
connectivity (‘liv’) with God 
and so with life’s Sacred 
Reality.

This state of connection, as 



have more meaning and it is less likely that we’ll see our life and death as 
nonsensical. When life has meaning, it also has purpose, i.e. underlining 
intentions, aims and goals, e.g. when you see a football pitch, you know what 
it ‘means’ and what the players are aiming to do. Success and fulfilment get 
measured according to what you see as life’s purpose, e.g. becoming rich, 
helping others or finding happiness. 

Observing people’s numerous pursuits in a religiously and culturally diverse 
society, the Sikh Gurus encouraged people to think in terms of our shared 
human identity to live in more meaningful and purposeful ways. Change 
often involves a shift of perspective, and the Gurus used questions to help 
people step back and see their own life in the bigger context of the soul’s 
arrival and departure from the world: ‘Where have we come from, what are 
we to do while living here, where will we go to in the end?’ (Guru Granth Sahib, 
p. 1193). Whilst the migrant soul was understood to be on a longer journey, 
originating and ending in God, the Gurus stressed the purpose of human life 
was to ‘meet’ or ‘unite’ with God to transform how one lives in the here and 
now. This being said, their teachings also underlie the possibility of breaking 
the cycle of coming into the world as part of the greater journey of the spirit. 

If we look at some examples from Sikh verse, this ‘meeting’ or ‘uniting’ 
was not just conceived as a ‘one-off’ event of enlightenment. The idea of 
absorption or connectivity (liv) helps to convey the emphasis on cultivating 
a sense of God’s presence within to guide how one lives one’s life:

Hirdai nām sarab dhan dhāran gur parsādī pāīai

Amar padārath te kirtārath sahaj dhiān liv lāīai

In the innermost self resounds nām, the vibration of God’s presence

Through the Guru’s grace, this wealth which supports all is enshrined in us.

Those who gather this imperishable treasure find true fulfilment; 

Theirs is a natural state of continuous connectivity with God.

 Guru Granth Sahib, p. 1127

Elsewhere, the cultivation of nām is described as being able to wash away the 
negativity accumulated from previous lifetimes, be this pictured as: grime 
which stains the soul; pain and suffering; the negative accounts produced 
by past deeds:

Gur pūrai merī rākh leī

Amrit nām ride meh dīno janam janam kī mail geī

The perfect Guru has saved and protected me

By enshrining the ambrosial nām in my innermost self

they described it, would 
transform the values by 
which one thinks and acts 
in this life, and lead to true 
spiritual fulfilment.



The dirt accumulated from countless incarnations has been washed away

 Guru Granth Sahib, p 823

For the Gurus, the connectivity with nām provides a link to God as the source 
of all virtues, like love, compassion, courage, humility. This is in the midst 
of being subject also to haumai, the self-centred ego, which fuels converse 
qualities such as hate, cruelty, cowardice or arrogance. Such ‘connected’ 
people are ever-conscious of the sacred reality of God’s existence. They are 
also able to rise up to the ‘truth’ of their own potential to exercise spiritual 
attributes and to recognise the divine will:

 

Jin kai hirdai ekankār, sarab gunī sāchā bīchār

Gur kai bhānai karam kamāvai, Nanak sāche sāch samāvai

Those who have realised God’s oneness in their innermost self

Blossom with all virtues, conscious of life’s Sacred Reality. 

Those whose actions in the world are aligned to the divine will

They become absorbed, O Nanak, in the Truth of Truths

 Guru Granth Sahib, p. 905

Earlier in Theme 2B, we saw how the Gurus taught that life purpose was not 
only to ‘recognise’ the jyot or flame of God within, but to draw on it to make 
a difference in the world. They used the analogy of currency and business 
to urge people to see our human birth as having a precious value, like a 
priceless hīrā or diamond, which should not be wasted (Guru Granth Sahib, 
p. 156) and to see life as a venture with the aim to yield a ‘spiritual profit’ 
(Guru Granth Sahib, p. 43) by generating spiritual attributes which are the 
only ‘goods’ to go with us when we leave the world. 

Elsewhere in Sikh teaching, there are references to the ‘game of life’; as 
its players, we win the game by connecting to God’s presence to navigate 
the terrain and we lose when we succumb to haumai. The winning player 
is understood as the jīvan-mukat, one who ‘spiritually liberated’ whilst living 
and participating in life. One analogy to portray this, from a verse by Bhagat 
Namdev, is that of a boy who makes and flies a kite; whilst he meets and 
talks to his friends on the field, his focus on the kite at the end of the string 
never leaves him (Guru Granth Sahib, p. 972). Another image is that of the 
lotus flower (kamal), whose roots remain in the muddy waters whilst its 
petals blossom above. 

The idea that life invites us to remain involved and yet detached, because 
beyond our worldly reality there is a higher reality we need to keep connected 
to, is brought out in the following lines from Sukhmani Sahib (the ‘Prayer of 
Peace’) by Guru Arjan Dev, the fifth Guru:

Key ideas

The Sikh Gurus stressed 
not only the realisation 
God’s light within the self 
and all around; they drew 
attention to the practice 
of virtuous actions which 
would flow from that.  

Understanding life’s 
meaning thus had to be 
joined up with fulfilling life’s 
purpose.

To present life as 
meaningful, valuable and 
purposeful, they used 
analogies (e.g. life as a 
precious diamond, life as a 
meaningful game).

They taught using images 
such as the kite and the 
lotus flower to visualise 
ways of living in the world 
which are attuned to life’s 
higher reality.



Sagal sang ātam udās

Aisi jugat Nānak Rām dās

Whilst keeping company with everyone, one’s spirit remains detached

Such is the way, O Nanak, of God’s servant

 Guru Granth Sahib p. 275

In the way of life taught by the Sikh Gurus, then, life’s meaning is derived 
from the understanding that we are ultimately connected to God as well as 
to the world. This spiritual identity and belonging mean that the aim of life is 
to awaken and exercise spiritual attributes to serve creation, hence service 
to others as a mark of a worthy life is emphasised. Each person born thus 
has a precious value and carries as a sacred responsibility, as reflected in 
the regal names Singh and Kaur which Sikhs acquire through birth into the 
faith or through initiation. The path the Sikh Gurus taught can be seen as a 
way to recognise this value and cultivate this responsibility, through their 
legacy of teachings and practices which formed the Sikh faith.

‘In every human being there is a sense of knowing a sense of belonging, and 
a sense of a lost connection with home.  There is a desire for a higher level of 
living and a deeper experience of this phenomenon, which we call LIFE.  Many 
times I have heard people say “I have always had a feeling there was more to 
life.”  This feeling inside us constantly propels us and guides us to look deeper 
into ourselves and into the world to find the true meaning of life.  We have an 
innate knowledge or perhaps a distant memory of our true nature.’ - Ranjeev 
Singh Sidhu 
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