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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 Waheguru, ethereal and non-material; union with Waheguru. 
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

A: Issues for analysis and evaluation
The impact of Sikh teachings about the soul on the Sikh 
view of humanity
In English, we use the word ‘humanity’ in different ways to mean: 1) the nature 
or condition of being human (‘our common humanity’); 2) the quality of being 
humane (‘an act of great humanity’); 3) humankind, all people, globally, including 
past, present and future generations (‘serving humanity at large’). It therefore 
carries a broad social meaning as well as a more personal, spiritual and moral 
one.  In the Sikh view of humanity (in all these above senses) the concept of the 
soul is key in several respects.

Sikh teachings depict our ‘common humanity’ in the sense of a basic condition 
which all humans share.  The verses of Gurbānī put a mirror to the man (‘mind’).  
As the driver of the self, the man is prone to being pulled in different directions.  
It can respond to haumai (the self-centred ego) and to the jyot (divine spark).  
How it learns to relate to both impacts on how our ‘humanity’ gets conditioned 
in terms of the ‘self’ and ‘society’.  

In Sikh verse, the impacts of haumai are considered with both humour and 
seriousness, e.g. when hypocrisy (pākhand) leads us to fool ourselves more 
than as others, and has social consequences (as reflected in Guru Nanak’s 
observations of religious hypocrisy).  Conversely, the ātma (‘soul’) is portrayed 
as the vital source of benevolent dispositions; even if it gets neglected, it is 
always latent and ‘there’ to guide and support the mind. A key thrust of Gurbānī 
- with its different linguistic, poetic and musical styles of communication - is to 
convince people of this untapped resource.  In this regard, Sikh teachings about 
the ‘soul’ work to encourage a hopeful view of the human condition and faith in 
its potential.

Leading on from this, Sikh teachings about the ‘soul’ also describe the trademark 
qualities of ‘humanity’, in the sense of that which makes us ‘humane’. Whilst 
opinions may culturally and contextually vary as to what counts as being 
‘humane’ (e.g. is it OK to slaughter animals when food is plentiful? Is it OK to 
go to engage in warfare to protect others?), Sikh teachings advance a general 
idea that our ‘humanity’ is defined to the degree to which qualities such as dayā 
(compassion), sat (purity, integrity) and santokh (contentment) begin to flourish 
when the mind becomes receptive to the benign power of the jyot or ātma. In 
this regard, whilst these can be described as personal or social values, they 
are ultimately conceived as having a ‘spiritual’ or ātmic (relating to the ātma) 
identity.

When people meaningfully cultivate such qualities, they are seen to be fulfilling 
their dharam, in the sense of their true characteristics as human beings (where 
‘dharam’ is understood as a purposeful order by which something exists or 
property by which it is characterized).  A person who has broken free of haumai’s 
gravitational pull, who imbues spiritual qualities and finds inner equipoise in all 
circumstances, is regarded as ‘the very image of God’ (Guru Granth Sahib p. 
1427).

This section covers AO2 
content and skills

SPECIFICATION CONTENT:

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

AO2 Activity

Possible lines of argument

Listed below are some 
conclusions that could 
be drawn from the 
AO2 reasoning in the 
accompanying text:

- Whether 'humanity' is 
understood in a social or 
personal sense, the concept 
of the soul is key to how it is 
viewed in Sikh teaching.

- In the Sikh view of the 
human condition, the mind is 
pulled by contrasting forces 
and the soul is a resource 
for good which the mind can 
draw on.

- Because of its characteristic 
dispositions, the soul is 
viewed as the part of the self 
which enables people to be 
humane.

- The concept of God as the 
One Light suggests humanity 
is deeply interconnected with 
nature, that both the oneness 
and differences of humans 
must be honoured. The 
notion of a spiritual identity 
shared by humanity informs 
an approach to addressing 
global challenges in a 
complex world.

Consider each of the 
conclusions drawn above 
and collect evidence and 
examples to support each 
argument from the AO1 and 
AO2 material studied in this 
secion. Select one conclusion 
that you think is most 
convincing and explain why it 
is so. Now contrast this with 
the weakest conclusion in the 
list, justifying your argument 
with clear reasoning and 
evidence.



We learnt from Theme 1 that the Sikh Gurus were as much concerned about 
humanity’s social conditions as the inward conditions of the human mind. They 
clearly viewed spiritual wellbeing as integral to social wellbeing: ghar sukh vasiā, 
bāhar sukh pāeiā - finding peace in yourself, you will find peace in the world 
(Guru Granth Sahib, p. 1136).  Because our stay on the planet is temporary, 
humans are viewed as both ‘migrants’ and as ‘citizens’ whose residency comes 
with rights and responsibilities, given their position at the apex of all life forms.  
This explains some aspects of Sikh identity which signify the values of wise and 
responsible leadership (e.g. the turban or kirpān - see Theme 1).

Because jyot is also understood as the ‘One Light’ of God which pervades 
everywhere, humans are not seen to uniquely possess a soul and are to thus 
see themselves as deeply interconnected with creation.  The notion that one 
jyot resides in all also explains the Sikh ideal of the dignity and equality of all 
humans, expressed in the proclamation by Guru Gobind Singh to ‘recognise the 
whole human race as one’ (Dasam Granth Sahib, p. 51).  A verse by Bhagat Kabir 
similarly declares, using Islamic terminology, that the whole world is born of ek 
nūr, the One Light, hence all humans are part of nature and that none should be 
regarded as high or low (Guru Granth Sahib, p. 1349). 

Running in tandem with this is the ideal of respecting humanity’s diversity.  
Interestingly, in the formation of the Sikh tradition, the notion of oneness did not 
entail a radical reshuffling of society to create a ‘melting pot’, e.g.  during the 
time of the Gurus, marriage unions within similar social groups were maintained. 
At the same time, interreligious dialogue, and the welcoming of all people to 
share a meal on an equal level in the Guru’s langar were actively promoted.  Sikh 
concepts of the soul and of social co-existence can today be read in the context 
of contemporary challenges, e.g. issues of promoting ‘equality’, ‘difference’ 
and ‘solidarity’ and addressing the human traits which underlie globally shared 
problems in a more complex world.



Theme 2: 

Religious concepts

A: Issues for analysis and evaluation
Is the relationship between God and the soul in Sikh 
teaching best understood in monist or monotheistic terms?
When we examined how to read the Ik Onkār symbol, it became 
apparent that you need to be prepared to accept some paradoxes or 
see a continuum between two opposite ways of thinking. It suggests, 
for example, that God is: ‘the One’ yet also ‘the many’; immanent and 
yet also transcendent; an ‘insider’ and yet also an ‘outsider’ in relation 
to creation; a distinctive Being, whose being is, nevertheless, infused 
everywhere.  This means, too, that the relationship between God and the 
soul in Sikh teachings can be viewed from both monist and monotheistic 
standpoints.  These standpoints can be understood as contrasting or 
complementary.

One monist way of reading the Sikh concept of ‘One’ is that there is no 
duality between God and creation or between God and the soul because 
‘All is God’ (where a monist perspective on existence is read as the 
opposite of a dualist one).  It is haumai, the selfish ego which creates a 
wall of separation.  It prevents us from seeing our ‘self’ as interconnected 
with a world pervaded by nām, the divine presence.  This interconnection 
is realised when we transcend haumai, moving from a narrow sense of 
self (involving our temporary, contingent and aging identity which is tied 
to the immediate, worldly contexts of our existence) to a greater sense 
of self (involving our true, ultimate and ageless identity, which in tied to 
God, or to a sacred context which underlies our existence).

Such a perspective also gives rise to translations of Sikh scripture where 
the identity of God is interchanged for one’s own spiritual identity.  We 
can take, for example, the Mūl Mantar prayer which begins with Ik Onkār.  
Its statements are often translated in a way to depict God as Timeless 
Truth, the Creator, devoid of fear or hate.  This heightens the sense of a 
transcendent God who is always ‘out there’ or ‘outside me’.  Some Sikhs 
stress that its scriptural statements point as much to the God ‘in here’ 
or ‘inside me’, portraying our underlying spiritual identity to be ultimately 
true, creative, benevolent and timeless.  This interpretation leans towards 
the monist position that the individual soul and God are one. 

In light of the above readings, contemporary scholars have brought into 
question the commonly held view that Sikh teachings are monotheistic.  
It can be traced to the Victorian era, when India came under British rule 
and there were subsequent moves, by the colonisers and their subjects, 
to classify Sikh and other traditions.  The explanation that Ik Onkār 
meant ‘One God’ seemed to fit in with the category of monotheism, as it 
was being conceptualised from a Judeo-Christian context.  It was also 
ranked higher than the categories of ‘pantheism’ or ‘atheism’.  Arvind-
pal Mandair highlights how monotheism, when applied to Sikh teaching, 
inadvertently objectifies God to be an entity wholly separate from 
creation, not unlike a physical idol.  All the key scriptural indicators of 
God’s immanence in time and space thus get neglected.  If jyot refers 

This section covers AO2 
content and skills

SPECIFICATION CONTENT:

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

AO2 Activity

Possible lines of argument

Listed below are some 
conclusions that could 
be drawn from the 
AO2 reasoning in the 
accompanying text:

- A monist perspective on the 
relationship between God and 
the soul draws attention to a 
key thrust in Sikh teaching, to 
foster an individual's sense of 
spiritual identity by seeing the 
self and God as one.

- To see the self in relation 
to God exclusively in 
monotheistic terms 
perpetuates a misreading of 
Sikh teaching which neglects 
key concepts of God's 
immanence and is hence 
inadequate.

- The anaolgies and 
metaphors in Sikh verse do 
support a monotheistic view, 
in so far as they identify a 
gap to be bridged between 
God and self as well as 
achnowledge the role of 
humility, the divine will and 
grace.

- The relationship between 
God and the soul in Sikh 
teaching is best understood 
in the overlap between a 
monist and monotheistic 
frame of interpretation.

Consider each of the 
conclusions drawn above 
and collect evidence and 
examples to support each 
argument from the AO1 and 
AO2 material studied in this 
secion. Select one conclusion 
that you think is most 
convincing and explain why it 
is so. Now contrast this with 
the weakest conclusion in the 
list, justifying your argument 
with clear reasoning and 
evidence.



to a ‘divine spark’ in the individual, as well as the ‘One Light’ of God, to 
understand the relationship between God and soul in monotheistic terms 
appears inadequate.

The scriptural examples included in this Chapter do, however, in some 
respects favour a monotheistic view.  In the Ik Onkār symbol, the inclusion 
of a separate numeral 1 extracts out God’s identity from the swirls of the 
second character which suggest God’s omnipresence; the canopy-like 
arch in the second character also suggests God’s transcendence.  In the 
verses of Gurbānī, the metaphors taken from nature and from human 
relations highlight a state of separation and of longing to be united.  They 
present images of nature’s elements returning to their source, of the bride 
(i.e. the human soul) seeking her Beloved (i.e. God), of God as a maternal 
or paternal figure (for the soul as a child).  In a metaphorical sense, God is 
imagined with ‘lotus-like feet’, to which one may bow in devotion.  To view 
the relationship between God and the soul in monotheistic terms helps to 
throw light on the very gap which religious practice seeks to bridge.  It is 
also key to fostering a mind-set based on humility, acceptance of a divine 
will, command or imperative (hukam) and an openness to God’s grace. 

Looking back at the scriptural quotations in this chapter, one can form 
a view which integrates contrasting frames of thinking.  In one verse 
which was earlier cited, Bhagat Ravidas addresses God by saying ‘You 
are me and I am You’.  He then leads us to observe that the ‘wave’ is 
made of, but not the same as ‘water’, just as a ‘bracelet’ is made of but 
not the same as ‘gold’.  Similarly, an ancient Indic analogy is drawn on in 
Gurbānī, which depicts butter as latent in, yet separable from, the milk; 
it becomes apparent or ‘realised’ through the process of churning.  This 
underscoring of God’s immanence and transcendence indicates that the 
relationship between God and soul in Sikh teaching is best grasped in 
the overlap between a monist and monotheistic framing.




