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THE CONCEPT OF DEATH AND DYING IN SIKHISM 

 
Whenever I think or talk about death a face immediately flows before my eyes. A gentle 

loving face of a loving Gursikh doctor (Dr. Gurmail Singh) who spent his entire life as per His 
directions. He was suffering from cancer and knew he would meet his Creator soon. This is what 
he wrote a few hours before his death.  

 Donate Eyes 
 Cremate quickly 
 No gathering 
 Bhog Gurmat Bhavan 
 No leader 
 No Shardhanjali 

Dr. Gurmail Singh



 No Photo 
 No Yadgar (Memorial) 
 Thanks God 
 Thanking every well wisher 

The last few lines when translated would read: 
 

“O Lord, forgive your slave now in this life, so that he does not have to return to this 
tormented world.” 
 

  How this Gursikh was able to face death so bravely is mainly because of 
Naam Simran. Naam Simran means recitation of the holy word, Naam is infinite so while 
explaining it, I can commit mistakes and I hope the readers will excuse me for that. 
Sri Guru Nanak explains this view in Japuji Sahib : 
 

 The Master is Great, high is His Abode (our senses cannot reach at Him), and 
Higher still is His Name. Only He who riseth to that height, knoweth the Exalted one.  
 

  Sikhism believes in the Universality of God, Brotherhood & Love among all 
human beings irrespective of caste, creed and colour. Guru Nanak who was in unison 
with the Supreme being- expressed in His first Preamble (Vani) which we call ‘MOOL 
MANTRA’ - the definition of God : 

<:-    The Absolute cum Sargun being 
siqnwmu:-   His name is Sat means Eternal Reality. 

krqw-purK:-            He is Creator being Personified. 

inrBau inrvYr:- He is above fear and above enemity. 

Akwl mUriq:-   He is image of Undying. 

AjUin sYBM:-   He is unborn & self existent Lord. 

gurpRswid:-   He is realisable through Guru’s grace. 

  Shaloka with which the JAP begins, describes God as the only Abiding 
Reality, the One that is same, age after age and even before ages began or after these are 
dissolved in eternity. 
 

      He is Creator, Sustainer and Destructor. Actually He is Himself present in the 
whole Universe, as Guru Arjan Dev ji has expressed in His verse: 

 
pRBu nyVY hir dUir n jwxhu eyku isRsit sbweI ] 
eykMkwr Avru nhI dUjw nwnk eyku smweI ] (930-10, rwmklI d`KxI, mÚ 1) 

 “The Lord is not away, quite near, the one is in whole creation. Remember, 
Nanak, it is One Ekamkar and no second that permeates all.” 
 

NAAM:   

Naam is uttering of the Name lovingly, remembering Him with faith and devotion, 
dwelling on Him through the Guru’s word, concentrating on His divine attributes and 
surrendering to Him in His love. 

 



Simran means ‘remembrance’ and the word Naam means the One to whom the 
Naam belong to i.e. God, it may be Ram, Allah, Waheguru, Beethal, Naraian etc. 

 

One in whose heart the love of Absolute (Naam) dwellth, greed, attachment, lust, 
wrath and pride, lose their hold over man. Truth, Love and Goodness flow spontaneously 
and in a natural manner, because these are two ingredients of the soul. It is a natural state, 
in which awareness of doing anything good is absent and so actions cause no strain or 
fatigue. To Love and to Serve becomes as natural as to eat and drink. Infinite Power, born 
of inner strength, flows out of it, and the soul rises above the so called Pain or Pleasure. 

Whatever the Name, it is extended as an aid to work up and activise the mind for 
contact with higher regions, where the soul and the universal soul has to meet: The Name 
is clothed with Attributes that the personal God possesses. The mind is to be touched 
made tender and purified through love and thus, awakened to the Realms unknown. 
 

 As Guru Nanak says:  
 

duK suK qy gur Sbd AqIqw ] 

    “Attuned to the Guru’s word one remains above the pain or pleasure.” 

Above described state of mind is known as ‘Sehaj’ which will be described later on 
in this article. 

       auirDwrY jo AMqir nwm, srb mY pyKY Bgvwnu ] 
“Attuned to Absolute, or in whose heart resideth the Lord Name, He finds 

presence of Lord in every creature.” 
 

         ibnu ijvhw jo jpY ihAwie, soeI jwxY kYsw nwau ] 

“When a man is able to utter the Name of God with his heart and without the use 
of tongue, then he knoweth what (power of the) Name is.” 

 

pRBu ko ismrih sy praupkwrI ]gwauVI mhlw 5] 
“Those who meditate on Him, engage themselves in the service of others.”  

Guru Nanak in Dhanasari: 

vKr nwm dyKx koeI jwie, nw ko cwKY nw ko Kwie ] 
lok pqIxY nw piq hoie, qw piq rhY rwKY jw soie ] 

“If one goeth to see only the commodity of the Name but neither tasteth it, nor 
practiseth it, then One pleaseth the crowd only, and it is not honoured in God’s court. 
One attainth to true glory only if the Lord blesseth (and, mind you, He blesseth only, if 
one deserveth it).” 

 

It should be remembered, once for all, that the Name concept was never conceived 
as a mere physical or even on the intellectual plane. These regions are the reservoirs of 
energy, unequalled by any that has ever known.  

 

The Saint Kabir has also stated similarly in His Shaloka: 
 

kbIr rwm khn mih Bydu hY qw mih eyku ibcwru ] 
soeI rwmu sBY kihh soeI kauqkhwr ] (1374-14, slok, Bgq kbIr jI) 



“All utter the same Name of Rama, it is only in some people that this Name 
produces a revolution.” 

     
PHYSICAL DEATH 

 

According to the medical profession Death means cessation of working of vital 
organs in the body such as Heart and Lungs and ultimately all the cells of body. All types 
of mental processes cease to function.  

 

According to Sikhism all the five elements integrate along with the soul to form 
the body. All the five elements disintegrate at the time death and the soul finds the next 
embodiment. Life is very transient it is like the residence of a bird on a tree. We come in 
this world and die according to the Divine ordinance as described in Sri Guru Granth 
Sahib: 

 

jMmxu mrxw hukmu hY BwxY AwvY jwie ] (472-18, Awsw, mÚ 1) 

“Birth and Death by Divine Ordinance occur, under the Divine will beings come 
and go.”  

 

According to Sikhism, only the physical body perishes, the soul is immortal.  
 

To fully grasp the concept of death in Sikhism, one must first understand the true 
nature of man and the purpose of birth and death in this world. 
Sri Guru Arjan Dev ji says that the aim of human life on this earth is: 

   BeI prwpiq mwnuK dyhurIAw goibMd imlx kI ieh qyrI brIAw ] 
   Avir kwj qyrY ikqY nw kwm imlu swDsMgiq Bju kyvl nwmu ] (12-6, Awsw, mÚ 5) 

“O Human man! Thou art blessed with human birth, it is an opportunity given 
to Thee to meet Thy Lord, through thy Karmas. This is your chance to meet the Lord of 
the Universe. Other efforts are worse for you. Joining the Sadh Sangat, the company of 
the Holy, Viberate and Meditate on the Naam, the Name of the Lord. Make the efforts 
and cross over the terrifying world ocean. This Human life is passing away in Vain, in 
the love of Maya.” 
 

According to the vision of Guru Sahib when a man is born and grows up, he is 
grappled by Maya. He gathers money and is busy in materialistic development; he is 
deviated from the path of meeting the Lord. Sikh teachings explain to man that the 
existence of a human being, rather His whole creation is transient. 
 

Here are some quotes of Gurus : 

goieil AwieAw goielI ikAw iqsu fMPu pswr ] 
         muhliq puMnI clxw qUM  sMmlu Gr bwru ] 
                           hir gux gwau mnw siqguru syiv ipAwir ] 
         ikAw QoVVI bwq gumwnu ]1] rhwau ] 

     jYsy rYix prwhuxy auiT clsih prBwiq ] 
 ikAw qUM rqw igrsq isau sB Pulw kI bwgwiq ] 

     myrI myrI ikAw krih ijin dIAw so pRB loiV ] 



        srpr auTI clxw Cif jwsI lK kroiV ] 
                          lK caurwsIh BRmiqAw dulB jnmu pwieEie ] 
                          nwnk nwmu smwil qUM so idnu nyVw AwieEie ] 

(isrI rwg m: 4 Gru 2 pMnw 40) 

“The Herdsman comes to pasture Land. Of what good are his ostentations being 
displayed over here? When your allotted time is up you must go, take care of your heart 
& home, O mind, sing the Glorious Praise of the Lord, and serve the true Guru with 
love. Why do you take pride in trivial matters?”  
 

Almost everybody learns about the inevitability of death but nobody knows about its time 
of arrival. It is an important secret. In the love of Maya one forgets this reality 
`` 

 The Nineth Nanak, Sri Guru Teg Bahadur Sahib awakens human beings from 
slumber in His Shalokas:  

 

                        ijau supnw Ar pyKnw AYsy jg kau jwin ] 
 ien mY kCu swco nhI nwnk ibnu Bgvwn ] (1427-14, slok, mÚ 9) 

“You must know that this world is like a dream & show, none of this is true, O 
Nanak without God.” 

 

The Sikh religion believes in the eternity and continuity of life and regards death as 
a transition from one state of existence to another. Death is really a change of state. One 
span of life ends, to give place to another. As one life is not enough to achieve perfection, 
it is God’s great mercy that opportunities, not availed of in one life, are renewed, in other 
lives, till the soul finds its fulfilment. The process, by which the purity comes, is the 
inward spiritual development. A high degree of purity within oneself, becomes a power 
and when acquired one merges in all powerful. 
 

SPIRITUAL DEATH (DEATH OF SPIRIT) 
 

When we are lured by the five enemies of spiritually i.e. lust /anger/ greed/ 
attachment and pride and act under their influence then we are spiritually dead. This is 
because we are ignorant about the Divine centre within us. The pity is that we’ve made 
our orbit having a centre outside it. This is an illusion for which we get engaged in Maya 
and do actions accordingly and these actions are the reason for moral and spiritual death 
within the individual. 

Guru Nanak has rightly said in the following quote about true living: 

so jIivAw ijsu min visAw soie ] 
nwnk Avru n jIvY koie ] 
jy jIvY piq lQI jwie ] 
sBu hrwmu jyqw ikCu Kwie ] (142-10, mwJ, mÚ 1) 

 

“Nanak in whose heart the love of Lord dwellth, liveth truly others do not live. If 
they live at all, it is a dishonoured existence and all that they enjoy in life is impure.”     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

LIFE AFTER DEATH 
   

When man takes refuge in Him, he frees his soul from the desires, which have 
created a body for him. When desires are killed, the soul has no need for the body and 
hen the cycle of transmigration ends and the soul is happy and free from bondages. t  

Guru Nanak in Aasa explains: 

   pIvhu Aipau prm suKu pweIAY 
    inj Gr vwsw hoeI jIE ]  
   jnm mrn Bv BMjn gweIAY  
    punrip jnm n hoeI jIau ] 

“Drink thou the lords nectar to gather the supreme bliss, then thou abidest with in 
thyself sing thou him, who destroyeth the fear of the world, and the gale of birth and 
death in this way.” 
 

Bhagat Kabir explains the healthy life after death in the following verse. 
 

kbIr ijsu mrny qy jgu frY myry min AwnMd ] 
mrny hI qy pweIAY pUrnu prmwnMd ] (1365-12, slok, Bgq kbIr jI) 

  “ O Kabir, death which the whole world is afraid of so much hath a joy for 
me. It is by dying (death to the self) springs life of Perfect bliss.” 

Thus out of the certain death (death to the self) springs life and out of this life may 
spring the holy urge to suffer and even die for truth and righteousness. In any case, one 
must know the art of true living which is no more than dying to the self. Before one is 
able to suffer truly or even die truly i.e. cheerfully for God’s causes then one is a living 
martyr, even if the world does not actually kill him.  

 

This is the spirit and energy with which Guru Nanak faced untruth so bravely 
anywhere in the world. The same spirit descended in Guru Gobind Singh and His Sikhs 
which made them fearless, they felt that they are fortunate for they are dying for God’s 
cause and thus live eternally. This path is full of difficulties and this is the path that leads 
to deathlessness and a state of permanent bliss. 
Guru Nanak in Sri Raga says: 

 sbid mrY so mir rhY iPir mrY n dUjI vwr ] (58-9, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
“One who by means of the Guru’s word dies to the self 

ecomes deathless.” b
   

Like Bhagat Puran Singh who founded Pingalwara in Amritsar 
and became deathless through the Guru’s word. He spent his 
entire life for serving destitutes who were not even known to him 
with devotion, love and tenderness that even the mother cannot 
bestow. He lived the life of self-denial & self sacrifice till the end 
of his life. Even he didn’t have his own personal room and 
suitcase or almirah.  
 
 

(BHAGAT PURAN SINGH (FOUNDER PINGALWARA AMRITSAR)) 



 

TO THE DYING : 
 

When the patient is suffering from terminal illness like Cancer, Aids and other 
diseases etc. he needs; 

 

 Palliative Care and treatment. 
 Emotional & Spiritual support for the upliftment of the soul. So, the person 

who is in the care of such patients, he himself must be spiritually high and 
must have the knowledge of nursing care. 
Emotional, Spiritual and Physical state of each patient would be different. 
Only the patient would know what is best for him, therefore the care-givers 
have to listen to him and offer him the best possible help.  

 

As for my experience of dealing with such patients, I feel the following ideas haunt 
the patients: 

 

a.  Worsening symptoms and pain. 
b.   losing control over bodily functions and thus become           
      dependent on others. 
c. Separation from loved ones and friends. 
d. Becoming a burden to the family members. 
e. Being unable to complete life tasks or responsibilities. 
f. Fear of Karma. 
g. Fear of Death. 

I will deal with the above problems of the patients one by one. 

 First two, a & b problems need physical care and treatment;  

1) Painkillers with the advice of the doctors.  
2) Care of the wound if any. 
3) Hygienic care of the patient like giving him a bath, sponging, oral care. 
4) Feeding of the patient 
5) If the patient has lost control over body movements, then helping the 

patients in performing various movements we can use various devices 
also. 

 

All these functions of serving the patients must be performed cheerfully so that the 
patient does not feel any obligation. The Sikh tradition advises the individual to face such 
a situation of inevitable suffering and to accept it with a sense of resignation to the Divine 
Will. The only alternate is to engage oneself in prayer for alleviation of suffering not only 
from his own life that from the life of humanity at large or one should pray to God to 
bestow power to tolerate it. 
According to Guru Nanak in Japji Sahib: 

kyiqAw dUK BUK sd mwr, eyih iB dwiq qyrI dwqwr ] (5-13, jpu, mÚ 1) 

“Many people ever suffer from pain and hunger. Yet, O Benefactor this also is Thy 
grace.”  



But how is it His grace? It is because of the suffering that Love, Courage, Patience 
and Sympathy are called forth in men. Thus it is God, who knows what is best for men in 
a particular context.  
 

SEPARATION FROM LOVED ONES: 

 One must realize that the separation is of the physical body. We people meet 
in this world because of our Karmas in our previous births, and until we merge in Him 
(after purification of soul) will meeting physically again in our next birth.  

 

It is difficult to tolerate the pangs of separation of the loved ones because of 
attachment and possessiveness with the body. We do not believe that the soul is 
immortal. According to Sikhism one does not know the right way of life so one suffers.  
 

As Guru Amardas ji explains: 
 

iehu jgqu mmqw muAw jIvx kI ibiD nwih ]  
gur kY BwxY jo clY qW jIvx pdvI pwih ] (508-15, gUjrI kI vwr, mÚ 3) 

“This world is perishing in attachment and possessiveness; no one knows the right 
way of life. One who walks in harmony with the Guru's Will, obtains the supreme 
status of life.” 

 

 

BECOME A BURDEN TO THE FAMILY: 

The person who had been active throughout in his life and if he has to lie down on 
the bed without earning, feels disturbed emotionally. Instead one must relax and accept 
the ordinance of the Divine Will. We should thank God because He has given us family 
and friends to look after us in disease and distress. 

 

As Guru Arjan Dev ji expressed in Sukhmani Sahib: 

ibriD BieAw aUpir swk sYn muiK AipAwau bYT kau dYn ] (266-19, gauVI suKmnI, mÚ 5) 

“As you grow old, family and friends are there to feed you as you rest.” 
 

BEING UNABLE TO COMPLETE LIFE’S TASKS OR RESPONSIBILITIES:  

  Parents are worried about their children specially the mothers. But one must have 
full faith in God that He is the creator and sustainers also. 
As Guru Arjan Dev ji has expressed in Raag Gujri: 
 

kwhy ry mn icqvih audmu jw Awhir hir jIau pirAw ]  
sYl pQr mih jMq aupwey qw kw irjku AwgY kir DirAw ]1] (495-2, gUjrI, mÚ 5) 

“Why, O mind, do you contrive your schemes, when the Dear Lord Himself 
provides for your care? From rocks and stones, He created the living beings, and He 
places before them their sustenance.”  

 

 

FEAR OF KARMA: 



 When the person feels that death is approaching fast the fear of one’s Karmas 
haunt him. It is true that ‘As you sow so shall you reap’. The law cannot stop operating 
at any time, not even after death, for death causes only the body to break up, the soul 
being indestructible. The congenital qualities, with which man starts his next life journey, 
become the determining factor for what he will do then?   
 

Guru Nanak puts it thus: 

lyKu nw imteI hy sKI jo iliKAw krqwir] (937-15, rwmklI dKxI, mÚ 1) 
 

“O dear friend, the record of your deeds cannot be affaced, remember these deeds are 
recorded by the Lord i.e. by His will or by the law of the Lord.” 
  

But the law of karma does not deny human freedom entirely. There is another part 
which is under one’s control if only one exercises it. It is one’s moral values or one’s 
moral sense, which require moral effort to assert itself. Prayer, sincere repentance, 
constant association of good men and above all the love of Name are the efforts that can 
purify the soul, invite His grace and divert life’s course entirely. God is not to be thought 
as law only but also love.  
Saint Sadna has rightly said: 

 
qv gun khw jgq gurw jau krm n nwsY, 
isMG srin kq jweIAY jo jMbuku gRwsY ] ]1] rhwau ] (858-15, iblwvlu, Bgq swDnw jI) 

“O Lord Guru of the world, what merit be Thy greatness, if my Karmas are not 
destroyed. What good is seeking shelter of the lion, if still the Jackals devour.” 
 

Guru Nanak expresses the blessings of the Lord in nullifying the Karmas as: 

           jYsw bIjY so luxy jo KtY so Kwie ] 
AwgY puC n hoveI jy sxu inswxY jwie ] 2] (730-7, sUhI, mÚ 1) 

“Whatever one sows, that one reaps, whatever one earns, that one eats. Yet no 
accounts are asked if one goes there with the passport of the Name.”  
 

So, one should engage oneself in Simran so that one can get the passport to the Heaven. 
 

FEAR OF DEATH: 

hukmI sBy aUpjih hukmI kwr kmwih ] 
hukmI kwlY vis hY hukmI swic smwih ] 
nwnk jo iqsu BwvY so QIAY ienw jMqw vis ikCu nwih ] ]8]4] (55-18, isrIrwgu, mÚ 1) 
 

“All beings by Divine Ordinance are created, And by the Ordinance in action engage. 
Some by the Ordinance to death submit; Some by the Ordinance in truth are absorbed. 
Saint Nanak; this happens as the Lord wills; Nothing in the hands of human being 
lies. 

 

We must accept His Divine Will cheerfully because life and death is not in our 
hands. Death is the door way to meet the Supreme Bliss where there is ever joy, So Death 
is not dreadful. To meet the Supreme Bliss we’re to engage ourselves in Simran 
(meditating on Naam ).          



 
HOW TO ATTAIN NAAM? 

 
gux kih guxI smwvixAw ] ]1] (110-13, mwJ, mÚ 3) 
“By praising His virtues one gets merged in the Virtuous” 

  
suic hovy qw sic pweIAY ] ]2] (472-4, Awsw, mÚ 1) 
“The true Lord can be realised through the purity of one’s soul.” 
 

Listening to Gurbani Kirtan will enable the patient to rise above the physical 
environment and get closer to Naam. 
 

As Simran elevate the fear of death. Simran ultimately meets to a wonderful state of mind 
that is known as Sehaj (equipoise);  
 

         pRB kY ismrin sihj smwnI ] (263-13, gauVI suKmnI, mÚ 5) 

          “Simran of the Lord makes one rest in sehaj.” 
 

What is Sehaj? It is the state of mind where there is no more lust, no more lure, no 
more pain, no more pleasure, no more fear, no more attachment no more greed and pride, 
and one is ever happy and joyous.  
 

Guru Teg Bahadur, the nineth Nanak described in His Vani: 

jo nru duK mY duKu nhI mwnY ]suK snyhu Aru BY nhI jw kY kMcn mwtI mwnY ]1] rhwau ] 
nh inMidAw nh ausqiq jw kY loBu mohu AiBmwnw ]  
hrK sog qy rhY inAwrau nwih mwn Apmwnw ]1] Awsw mnsw sgl iqAwgY jg qy rhY inrwsw ]  
kwmu k®oDu ijh prsY nwhin iqh Git bRhmu invwsw ]2]  
gur ikrpw ijh nr kau kInI iqh ieh jugiq pCwnI ]  
nwnk lIn BieE goibMd isau ijau pwnI sMig pwnI ]3]11] (633-17, soriT, mÚ 9)   

 
“One whom pain is unable to cause trouble who is unaffected by pleasure, attachment 
or fear, for whom gold is as much worth as dust, who is swayed neither by praise nor 
dispraise, nor by greed, attchment and pride, nor by honour or dishonour, who remains 
above joys and sorrows, who forsakeseth and remains detached from the world and 
whom lust and wrath donot influence, such a one enshrineth God in his heart. The 
man to whom God is merciful knows this way; Nanak such a one merges in God as 
water merges in water.” 
 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION: 



1. Life is transient, understand it and hence not to get attached to the worldly 
things. 

2. Have faith in God. He is like a mother -As a mother punishes her child to 
make him/her a better person and when she slaps the child, the child cries 
and wails but he still clings to her. Similarly, when in pain, cry by all means 
but cling to Him by Simran or Meditate on Him. 

 
3. Meditate & Vibrate through Sikh Gurmat Sangeet (Kirtan). 
 
4. Company of the sacred people. 
 
5. Saloka of Guru Teg Bahadur, Sheikh Farid, Bhagat Kabir, Alahnia (in Guru 

Granth Sahib) will help the patient.  
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