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Nature and Gurbani - The Imperative Lessons
Dr. Devinder Pal Singh

Nature, a treasure trove of wisdom, is a great teacher of amazingly priceless life lessons
to live a happy and worthwhile life. It speaks to us through its various phenomena. Gurbani [1-2]
helps up to decode Nature's invaluable lessons. Gurbani enunciates that Nature helps us to
develop compassion and inner balance. It also guides us to help others to lead better lives. The
interplay of five classical elements - air, water, fire, earth and akasha is the fundamental cause of
all-natural phenomena. Let us reflect on some of the social, ethical and spiritual lessons being
provided by these.

Air - Equality

Air, a mixture of several gases, is the invisible provider of breath. Thus it exerts an
invisible force upon our lives. Guru Arjan Dev proclaims in his hymns that we can learn equality
and love for all from the air, as it is a provider of breath of life to all beings without any
distinction of caste, class, colour or creed [3].
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Sit mand sugandh chalico sarab than saman. Jaha sa kichh taha lagico til na sanka man.
The calm and fragrant wind gently blows upon all places alike. It touches all the things
wherever these are, without even a bit of hesitation. (Mehl 5, SGGS, p 1018)

Guru Arjan Dev articulates that a God-conscious being, like the wind, looks upon all
alike.
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Barahm gicani kai darisat saman. Jaise raj rank karo ldagai tul pavan.
The God-conscious being looks upon all alike, like the wind, which blows equally upon
the king and the poor beggar. (Mehl 5, SGGS, p 272)

Water - Cleanliness and Self Sacrifice

Life, be it plant, animal or sentient life, depend to a large degree on the water to survive.
It represents cleanliness and purity. In Sikh theology, cleanliness is an important virtue, and all
Sikhs must have taken a bath before entering gurudwaras to seek blessings. They also clean their
feet before entering the gurudwara. Guru Nanak advises us to learn the virtues of cleanliness (of
the body) and purity (of mind) from water.
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Bharisai hath pair tan deh. Pani dhotai utras kheh.
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When our hands, feet, and body are dirty, water can wash away the dirt. (Mehl 1, SGGS,

p4)

Seva (selfless service) is a crucial component of the Sikh way of life. Using the analogy
of heating the milk (water, due to its love for milk, does not allow it to burn), Guru Nanak points
out a great spiritual lesson: we must serve others with such love as water has for milk.
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Avtan ape khavai dudh kaco khapan na de-e.
The water, added to the milk, itself bears the heat and prevents the milk from burning.
(Mehl 1, SGGS, p 60)

Earth - Patience and Selflessness
Earth is the place we live on. We are dependent on earth to obtain
sustenance. Gurbani places a great deal of spiritual significance on the lessons we can learn
directly from the earth [4]. Guru Arjan Dev articulates that a God-conscious man has great
patience, and true selflessness, like earth, which is indifferent to the vagaries of human beings.
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Barahm gicani kai dhiraj ek. Jico basudha korii khodai kocii chandan lep.
The God-conscious being has steady patience, like the earth, which is dug up by one, and
anointed with sandal paste by another. (Mehl 5, SGGS, p 272)

Fire - Warmth and Equality

Fire provides us light and warmth and serves as a heat source to cook. Guru Arjan Dev
describing the inherent quality of fire as warmth and equality encourages us to maintain such
qualities in our relationships with all other beings.
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Subhdree abhdaee jo nikat avai sit ta ka jace. Ap par ka kachh na janai sada sahj subhave.
Whenever someone comes close to the fire, their cold is taken away without considering
whether they are good or bad. It does not differentiate between friends or strangers. It
always has the same nature. (Mehl 5, SGGS, p 1018)
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Barahm gicani kd ihai gundro. Nanak jico pavak ka sahj subharo.
Nanak says: The inherent nature of a God-conscious being is like a warming fire. (Mehl
5, SGGS, p 272)

Guru Nanak Dev, citing the example of a metalsmith using fire to weld metal pieces
together, advises us to nurture warmth of love in human relationships, thus leading to stronger
ties among fellow beings.
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Agni gandh pare lohar.
By using fire, a metalsmith welds metal pieces together. Thereby a bond is established.
(Mehl 1, SGGS, p 143)

Akasha (Sky) - Equality and Broadmindedness

The akasha (sky) is everything that lies above the earth's surface, including the
atmosphere and outer space. In general, the term sky is used informally as the view from the
earth's surface. Gurbani places a great deal of spiritual significance on the lessons we can learn
directly from akasha. According to Guru Arjan, the sky teaches us equality and
broadmindedness.
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Uch nich bikar sukarit sanlgan sabh sukh chharar. Mizar sazar na kachhii janai sarab
Jjira samat.

The comforting canopy of the sky stretches evenly over all without considering their
being high or low, good or bad. It does not distinguish between friends and enemies. For
it, all beings are alike. (Mehl 5, SGGS, p 1018)

Sun - Warmth, Equality and Broadmindedness

Sun is a life-giving force to all beings. It warms our planet, provides the light by which we
see. The rising of the Sun signifies that however dark the night might be, there would be overall
brightness to engulf all of the past (darkness) and gift us with our destined present. So if nothing
goes well, we always have the following day's Sun to look forward to. Guru Arjan Dev
proclaims that we can learn many spiritual lessons from the Sun [4]. He asserts that it teaches us
warmth, equality and broadmindedness. It is evident from the following hymns;
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Kar pargas parchand pargatico andhkar binds. Pavitar apvitréh kiran lage man na

bharimo bikhad.

Blazing with its dazzling light, the Sun rises and dispels the darkness. Touching both the

pure and the impure, it harbours no hatred to any. (Mehl 5, SGGS, p 1018)

Furthermore, Guru Arjan Dev proclaims that a God-conscious being is free from
corruption and treats all equally, like the Sun providing comfort to all.
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Barahm gicani sada nirdokh. Jaise sir sarab ka=o sokh.
The God-conscious being is always impeccable, like the Sun, which gives its comfort and
warmth to all. (Mehl 5, SGGS, p 272)

Moon - Renunciation and Selflessness
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Moon, a life-enriching force, provides us light at night. It doesn't have the light of its own;
whatever light energy it receives from the Sun, it redistributes to all beings on the earth without
considering caste, class, colour, or creed. Thus one can learn true selflessness, real renunciation,
sacrifice, equality and broadmindedness from it [4]. Sun reminds us that we are given the gift to
shine bright at the beginning of every day, but it is up to us to reflect on that gift and continue to
shine through the darkness. Gurbani proclaims that as the Moon is unaffected by night, a person
should remain immune to the evils of maya (worldly desires) by being spiritually enlightened.

ge waT fa g3 BT urel famr 73 ||

What can the darkness do to the Moon ? What can social status do to air and water?
(Mehl 2, SGGS, p 150)

Using the analogy of the Moon reflecting the sunlight to lighten up the Earth, Guru
Nanak reminds us of a great spiritual lesson to be learnt from this wondrous natural
phenomenon. He articulates that when the divine essence (Sun) pervades the mind (Moon), one
attains the state of spiritual enlightenment.

At wig 7g TR i wiftmrar I

Sas ghar siur vasai mitai andhicara.
When the Sun dwells in the house of the Moon, the darkness is dispelled. (Mehl 1,
SGGS, p 943)

Rivers - Courage and Endurance

Talking about nature, one cannot forget the gushing rivers, constantly heading towards the
sea for its awaited union [5]. A river continues to flow ahead on its intricate path in a long way.
In the words of Emma Smith [6], "Life is like the river, sometimes it sweeps you gently along,
and sometimes the rapids come out of nowhere." The playful rivers teach us to face every
difficulty with equal energy and flow with whatever the outcome is towards the primary goal of
our life. Ming-Dao Deng [7] likened the path and character of a river to the journey to
enlightenment, "If Tao is like a river, it is certainly good to know where the rocks are.” Using an
analogy of an overflowing river and an alert boatman, Shaikh Farid articulates that if a person is
aware of the causes and perils of the crisis in their life and can take apt measures to contain it,
they shall be able to tide over the situation brilliantly.

St it wSt =3 St A9 I3 1 5T S UG o I A U3E II 5Bf3 I

Lammi lammi nadr vahai kandht kerai het. Bere no kapar ki=a kare je patan rahai sucher.
The overflowing river loves to erode its banks. But, what can a whirlpool do to the boat if
the boatman remains alert? (Shaikh Farid, SGGS, p 1382)
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Thus, we can learn the lesson of facing life's difficulties with courage and endurance from
ariver.

Seasons - Change is the way of Life

The regular changes in the weather on our planet during a year are called seasons [8]. The
change of seasons guides us to learn acceptance of transition in our life. Just look, how gently a
green leaf turns red when autumn approaches; how gracefully trees accept the falling of leaves
when autumn arrives. They stand firmly rooted in the ground, with their vulnerability out in the
open and branches widespread, surrendering to the universe. Please do what you will with me; |
trust it is for my highest good. Shaikh Farid has described such a seasonal change as;

aJter g3 fadt =g dfmir uz 83 313 urfa 1979 J37 Se IJe faa@ &fa i

Farida rut firi van kambi=a pat jhare jhar pahi. Chare kunda dhiindhi=an rahan kitha=i

nahi.

Fareed says the seasons change, the woods shake, and the leaves drop from the trees. |

have searched in all directions, but | have not found any resting place anywhere. (Shaikh

Farid, SGGS, p 1383)

Change is unavoidable. Our bodies and ideas constantly change. Every day our body
loses millions of dead cells, and new ones replace them. Bhagat Kabir articulates that change is a
law of nature for inanimate things and all living beings.

FEig U993 39 Al 38 g e Adig |
Kabir parbhate tare khiséh tico ih khisai sarir.

Kabeer, just as the stars disappear at dawn, so shall this body disappear. (Bhagat Kabir,
SGGS, p 1373)

Every day, or sometimes little by little, our ideas about everything in the world are
changing. One shouldn't get stuck; instead, allow change to happen in one's life and ideas. Make
your life a passion for seasons, transitions and transformations. Be dynamic! - is the message
conveyed by seasons in nature.

Tree - Self-Offering, Sharing of Virtues, Endurance

The quality of self-offering is one of the most critical social virtues. Look at a mature tree;
it stands straight and erect, with its countless leaves providing shelter for anyone who pauses
beneath its branches — whether the homeless beggar or playing children. At the right time and
season, the tree becomes laden with fruit. Its branches bend down to offer its fruit to all. A tree
embodies the quality of self-offering. After serving us for years, it dies, leaving its body to be
used for various purposes [9]. The decaying leaves provide minerals to other trees. The wood is
utilized to make furniture and shelters. It tells us to leave our virtue behind so that others use it to
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enrich their lives. Through its life cycle, trees teach us the sacred art of self-offering. Guru Arjan
Dev depicts the self-offering nature of trees as;

AAfZ Sfe afe T8 WS S NS IF I T I B A8 3B s ASTH I

Sastar tikhan kat darico man na kino ros. Kaj uca ko le savari=o til na dino dos.
The sharp tool cuts down the tree, but it does not feel anger. It serves the purpose of the
cutter and does not blame him at all. (Mehl 5, SGGS, p 1017)

When a person dies, he is just transforming, and his life is the beautiful images he has left
behind for others and what he shared with all beings around him. So work hard to make sure you
leave behind beautiful pictures and ideas for your loved ones and others to cherish despite your
ups and downs. Live life wisely and leave the wisdom and virtue so that others can make the best
use of these.

Shaikh Farid, appreciating the patient endurance of trees to all vagaries of life and
seasons, advises us that we must imbibe this virtue in our conduct for the love and service to the
divine.

e Arfae S afg gradl fios &t orfg 3aife | TIer & 33t gut &t Jigfe

Farida sahib dri kar chakrt dil di lahi bharand. Darvesan no \oricai rukhan di jirand.
Farid says work for your Lord and Master; dispel the dubiety of mind. The humble
devotees have the patient endurance of trees. (Shaikh Farid, SGGS, p 1381)

Flowers - Renunciation and Detachment

Flowers are nature's lovely gifts. With their diverse colours and beautiful fragrances, they
enhance the beauty of our earth. We can learn precious lessons from flowers about living a
happy and well-balanced life. Flowers don't discriminate against those to whom they share their
beauty and fragrance. Perceiving the characteristics of flowers helps us develop a stronger sense
of compassion, inner balance and altruism. Guru Arjan Dev proclaimed that by imbibing the
qualities of flowers, a state of profound satisfaction, happiness and joy is obtained [4].
Furthermore, he asserted that we should renounce egotism and remain appreciative and
conscious of this beautiful world's Creator (God).

oY 28 28 28 | wid Inrfar fanrdt ... Il B3 Ha A

Dekh fil ful fille. Ahan ticag ticage..... Har chet man mere.
Behold the flowers flowering, and the blossoms blossoming forth! Renounce and
abandon your egotism. ....O my mind, reflect on the Creator. (Mehl 5, SGGS, p 1185)

Using the analogy of lotus, duck and water, Guru Nanak Dev describes the way to live an
unblemished life free from worldly desires and attachments as;
R 78 HIT IHS faasy HIarsr & 7e || §If3 A=fc 3T AdIg 3IM 76a aTH @9¢ ||
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Jaise jal méh kamal niralam murga-i nai sane. Surat sabad bhav sagar taricai Nanak
nam vakhane.
Nanak says; As a lotus floats untouched upon the surface of the water and the duck
swims through the stream, one's consciousness must remain focused on Shabd to cross
over the terrifying world-ocean. (Mehl 1, SGGS, p 938)
Nature - Wonder and Joy
Nature serves as the most common source of awe and wonder. An incredible display of its
dazzling beauty is all around us. The cosmos is pulsing with creative energies from the galaxies
of stars to the tiny snowflakes and from the thunderous Niagara Falls to the whispering streams.
The immensity of nature's majestic beauty instills in us a state of wonder and joy (wismad). Such
an emotion is expressed by Guru Amar Das as;

Yo 2y Ifowr ferd= |l

Parpanch vekh rahiza vismad.
Gazing upon the wonder of God's Creation, I am wonder-struck and amazed. (Mehl 3,
SGGS, p 1174)

Paul T. P. Wong [10] articulates, "The ultimate source of wonder and awe belongs to the
ineffable, unexplainable, incomprehensible, mysterious, and sublime Holy One -- Creator of all
things.” Guru Amar Das expressed similar views about the oneness of Nature and God.

oo Hie e Ifamr femHe AgT Yz Ifenr e =t |

Nanak sun vekh rahisa vismad merd parabh ravica sarab tha-i.
Nanak is wonderstruck, hearing and seeing His Lord. My God is all-pervading. (Mehl 3,
SGGS, p 912)

Sikh doctrines encourage their devotees to rejoice in Nature.

Interdependence - Need of the Hour

All things in nature are interdependent. The web of nature is so tightly woven that each
phenomenon in the universe is both effect and cause of all other phenomena [4]. Gurbani also
emphasizes such an interdependent relationship among all beings and things. In Gurbani, man
and the material world are perceived as having an inter-dependent relationship, reciprocally
conditioning the life of one another. Guru Nanak proclaims this relationship as:

YT I Ul U™ W3 Uaf3 Ha3 |l feer I3 eft vrdl erfonr 98 HIrs AaT3 1

Pavan gurii pant pita mata dharat mahat. Divas rat duce dast da=i=a khelai sagal jagar.
Air is the vital force, Water the progenitor, the vast Earth is the mother of all, Days and
Nights are nurses, fondling all creation in their lap. (Mehl 1, SGGS, p 8)

Sikh doctrines recommend their devotees to appreciate and nurture interdependence.


http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਪਵਣੁ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਪਵਣੁ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਪਾਣੀ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਪਾਣੀ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਮਾਤਾ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਮਾਤਾ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਮਹਤੁ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਦਿਵਸੁ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਦਿਵਸੁ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਦੁਇ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਦੁਇ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਦਾਇਆ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਦਾਇਆ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਸਗਲ
http://www.srigranth.org/servlet/gurbani.dictionary?Param=ਸਗਲ

Singh, D.P. (20 August 2021). Nature and Gurbani- The Imperative Lessons,
Asia Samachar, Malaysia. https://asiasamachar.com/2021/08/20/40058b/

Nature - Impermanence

Impermanence is an essential attribute of all phenomenal existence. All is fleeting; the
beauty of flowers, the bird's melody, the bee's hum, and a sunset's glory. Gazing on a gorgeous
sunset, we observe [11] the whole western heavens glowing with roseate hues, but we are aware
that all these glorious tints will fade away into a dull ashen gray within half an hour. We see
them slowly melting away before our eyes. Within a microsecond, the whole glory of the painted
heavens undergoes numerous changes. One colour is replaced by another with a rapidity that sets
all measurements at defiance. It is a series of fleeting colours because each of them continually
vanishes in another. Thus, nature and all its phenomena are dynamic, continuously changing and
thereby impermanent. Guru Arjan Dev proclaims such an idea in his hymns as;

{319 39 uafe ITs wg 379 1 If Af U=g ueg 31973 || foon 3ft 593 wig 3 1| AR fHfY
3 faasnfad e

Gir rar dharan gagan ar tare. Rav sas pavan pavak nirare. Dinas raip baraz ar bheda.
Sasat simri¢ binashige beda.

The mountains, trees, Earth, sky and the stars; Sun, Moon, wind, water and fire; day and
night, fasting days and their determination; the Shastras, the Simritees and the Vedas
shall pass away. (Mehl 5, SGGS, p 237)

"Decay is inherent in all component things," declared the Buddha [12]. So is the human
body. It changes continuously. It becomes something or the other from moment to moment. It is
also true scientifically. In our bodies, old cells die and yield place to the new ones continually.
Like the rising waves in a sea, many thoughts take birth and die in our minds every moment.
Physically and psychologically, we are never the same all the time. Thus, all beings are subject
to change, and the transition is a continuous movement. Using the analogy of stars' motion in the
sky, Bhagat Kabir enunciates that even the human body slowly changes with time and is thus
impermanent.

FeIg ugs3 379 furfa 36 feg A /g

Kabir parbhate tare khiséh tico ih khisai sarir.
Kabeer says just as the stars disappear at dawn, so shall this body disappear. (Bhagat
Kabir, SGGS, p 1373)

The impermanence of nature and its phenomena is described by Guru Nanak Dev as;
UG HE6 W 283 aamiz fas T | ygfe 33 U3 Al efF 2fs dHsaa

Dhan joban ar fulra nathi=are din char. Paban kere pat jico dhal dhul jummanhar.
Wealth, the beauty of youth and flowers are guests for only a few days. Like the leaves of
the water-lily, they wither and fade and finally die. (Mehl 1, SGGS, p 23)
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Thus impermanence is the undeniable truth of our existence. What is real is the current
moment. The present moment is a product of the past, a result of the previous causes and actions.
Due to ignorance, an ordinary mind conceives them all to be part of one continuous reality. But
in truth, they are not. The notion of impermanence is one of the crucial teachings of Sikhism.
The lesson to learn here is that nothing lasts. All things pass away. By becoming aware of
impermanence, observing and comprehending it, a person can find a suitable cure for the sorrow
of their life and achieve liberation from worldly passions and temptations.

Conclusion

Nature is a potent entity [13] that teaches us how to live a happier, healthier, and more
meaningful life. Thus the best teaching that we can learn from nature is equality and loving
unconditionally. Gurbani encourages us to rejoice in nature with a sense of appreciation for all
we've been blessed with. By taking the time to appreciate nature, we can learn to love the world
around us. When we feel love for nature, it opens up our hearts to love ourselves and others. By
paying attention to the natural world, a sense of peace arises from realizing that we are a part of
existence much larger than us, something divine. We see the "impossible” repeatedly occur in
nature, but we often fail to appreciate it properly. For instance, a leaf converts the Sun's invisible
energy into nutrients. Go outside and observe the "impossible.” Then use these simple yet
profound occurrences happening every moment of the day as a model to transform your life.
Watching nature can spark fantastic, creative work from philosophers, scientists, and artists. It
can also offer crucial lessons for how to be healthy, calm, and well-balanced. The underlying
principle is that we being an integral part of nature, need to be in synch and total harmony with
nature's way of expressing itself.
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