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INTRODUCTION 
Everything in life is temporary. Just think 

about it for a moment. The darkness of the 

night, the brilliance of the day, the warmth 

and the cold, they're all temporary. 

Thunderstorms appear and disappear, as do 

rains and rainbows. Our experiences, 

emotions and actions are temporary too. 

 

Everything is subject to change and 

alteration in the world. There is nothing 

that is fixed and permanent. Existence is a 

flux, and a continuous becoming. Life is 

like a river. It is a progressive moment, a 

successive series of different moments, 

joining together to give the impression of 

one continuous flow. It moves from cause 

to cause, effect to effect, one point to 

another, one state of existence to another, 

giving an outward impression that it is one 

continuous and unified movement, where 

as in reality it is not. 

 

The river of yesterday is not the same as 

the river of today. The river of this moment 

is not going to be the same as the river of 

the next moment. So does life. It changes 

continuously, becomes something or the 

other from moment to moment. In Aad 

Guru Granth Sahib (AGGS) [1], the holy 

Sikh scripture, the concept of 

impermanence of things is enunciated to 

make us aware of the ephemeral nature of 

life and the material world. It articulates 

IMPERMANENCE OF THINGS  

A GURBANI PERSPECTIVE  

Dr Devinder Pal Singh, PhD, #2516, Pollard Drive, Mississauga, ON, Canada, L5C3H1,  

Email: drdpsn@hotmail.com 

Devinder Pal 

Singh  

ABSTRACT 

Everything is subject to change and alteration in the world. There is nothing that is 

fixed and permanent. Existence is a flux, and a continuous becoming. In Aad Guru 

Granth Sahib (AGGS), the holy Sikh scripture, the concept of impermanence of 

things is enunciated to make us aware of the ephemeral nature of life and the ma-

terial world. It articulates that the awareness and understanding of impermanent 

nature of things leads to liberation from the sorrows of human life. 

that the awareness and understanding of 

impermanent nature of things leads to 

liberation from the sorrows of human life.  

 

IMPERMANENCE IN NATURE  
Nothing is static or fixed. Everything is 

fleeting and impermanent. It is the first 

mark of existence. It is the ordinary state of 

affairs. Everything is in process. 

Everything—every tree, every blade of 

grass, all the animals, insects, human 

beings, buildings, the animate and the 

inanimate—is always changing, moment-to

-moment. The dynamic nature of things has 

been articulated in Gurbani as:  

 

ਫਰੀਦਾ ਰੁਿਤ ਿਫਰੀ ਵਣੁ ਕੰਿਬਆ ਪਤ ਝੜ ੇਝਿੜ  

ਪਾਿਹ ॥ 

Farīḏā ruṯ firī vaṇ kambi▫ā paṯ jẖaṛe jẖaṛ 
pāhi. 

ਚਾਰੇ ਕੁੰ ਡਾ ਢੂੰ ਢੀਆ ਂਰਹਣੁ ਿਕਥਾਊ ਨਾਿਹ ॥੧੦੨॥ 

Cẖāre kundā dẖūŉdẖī▫āŉ rahaṇ kithā▫ū 

nāhi. ||102|| 

 

AGGS, Fareed, p 1383. 

Fareed says:  

The seasons change, the woods shake and 

the leaves drop from the trees.  

I have searched in the four directions, but I 

have not found any resting place anywhere. 

 

Have you ever stayed up at night to see a 
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Cereus cactus flower open? The flower opens and dies 

in a few hours, but because we are aware of that, we 

appreciate its wondrous fragrance and beauty. We can 

be in real contact with the flower and not be sad or 

depressed when it fades, because we know before it 

opened how ephemeral its life was. Gurbani makes us 

aware of the impermanence of life as: 

 

ਰਾਮੁ ਗਇਓ ਰਾਵਨੁ ਗਇਓ ਜਾ ਕਉ ਬਹੁ ਪਰਵਾਰੁ ॥ 

Rām ga▫i▫o rāvan ga▫i▫o jā ka▫o baho parvār. 

ਕਹੁ ਨਾਨਕ ਿਥਰੁ ਕਛੁ ਨਹੀ ਸੁਪਨ'  ਿਜਉ ਸੰਸਾਰੁ ॥੫੦॥ 

Kaho Nānak thir kacẖẖ nahī supne ji▫o sansār. ||50|| 

Raam Chand passed away, as did Raawan, even 

though he had lots of relatives. 

Says Nanak:  

Nothing lasts forever; the world is like a dream. ||50||  

AGGS, M 9, p 1429. 

ਜ ੋਉਪਿਜਓ ਸੋ ਿਬਨਿਸ ਹੈ ਪਰੋ ਆਜੁ ਕ ੈਕਾਿਲ ॥ 

Jo upji▫o so binas hai paro āj kai kāl. 

ਨਾਨਕ ਹਿਰ ਗੁਨ ਗਾਇ ਲੇ ਛਾਿਡ ਸਗਲ ਜੰਜਾਲ ॥੫੨॥ 

Nānak har gun gā▫e le cẖẖād sagal janjāl. ||52|| 

Whatever has been created shall be destroyed; 

everyone shall perish, today or tomorrow.  

Says Nanak:  

Sing the Glorious Praises of the Lord, and give up all 

other entanglements. ||52|| 

AGGS, M 9, p 1429. 

 

Our dear ones who live with us and the beautiful and 

precious beings around us are all wonderful cactus 

flowers. If we can see their true nature as well as their 

outward form, we will know how to value their 

presence in the present moment. If we know how to 

value them, we will have the time to be in real contact 

with them, and we will take care of them, make them 

happy, and therefore be happier ourselves [2, p 57]. 

 

The awareness of the impermanent nature of life is not 

to make us weary of life, but to help us see how 

precious life is; not to make us pessimistic, but to help 
us see that we do not waste our life. When we see the 

impermanence of things, we appreciate their true 

value.  

 

IMPERMANENCE OF HUMAN LIFE   
Take for example the life of an individual. It is a 

fallacy to believe that a person would remain the same 

person during his entire lifetime. He changes every 

moment. He actually lives and dies but for a moment, 

or lives and dies moment by moment, as each moment 

leads to the next. A person is what he is in the context 

of the time in which he exists. It is an illusion to 

believe that the person you have seen just now is the 

same as the person you are just now seeing or the 

person whom you are seeing now will be the same as the 

person you will see after a few moments.  

 

Even from a scientific point of view this is true. We 

know cell divisions take place in each living being 

continuously. Old cells in our bodies die and yield place 

continuously to the new ones that are forming. Like the 

waves in a sea, every moment, many thoughts arise and 

die in each individual. Psychologically and physically he 

is never the same all the time. Technically speaking, no 

individual is ever composed of the same amount of 

energy, mental stuff and cellular material all the time. He 

is subject to change and the change is a continuous 

movement. 

 

The various stages in the life of a man, the childhood, 

the adulthood, the old age are not the same at any given 

time. The child is not the same when he grows up and 

becomes a young man, nor when the latter turns into an 

old man. The seed is not the tree, though it produces the 

tree, and the fruit is also not the tree, though the tree 

produces it. Impermanence and change are thus the 

undeniable truths of our existence. What is real is the 

existing moment, the present that is a product of the past, 

or a result of the previous causes and actions. Because of 

ignorance, an ordinary mind conceives them all to be 

part of one continuous reality. But in truth they are not. 

Guru Arjun, the Fifth Sikh Guru, enunciates the 

impermanence of world in his hymn as:  

 

ਪੇਖੁ ਹਿਰਚੰਦਉਰੜੀ ਅਸਿਥਰੁ ਿਕਛ ੁਨਾਹੀ ॥ 
Pekẖ haricẖanḏ▫urṛī asthir kicẖẖ nāhī. 

ਮਾਇਆ ਰੰਗ ਜੇਤ ੇਸੇ ਸੰਿਗ ਨ ਜਾਹੀ ॥ 
Mā▫i▫ā rang jeṯe se sang na jāhī. 
AGGS, M 5, p 461. 

 

Behold - the world is a mirage; nothing here is 

permanent.  

The pleasures of Maya (world), which are here, shall not 

go with you. 

 

It is by becoming aware of it, by observing and 

understanding it one can find a suitable remedy for the 

sorrow of human life and achieve liberation from the 

process of impermanence. 

 

UNDERSTANDING IMPERMANENCE 
If we cut flowers from our garden to place on the altar, 

we do so, because we acknowledge the beauty of those 

flowers. All we can say is, “Although these flowers are 

beautiful, their beauty is fragile. When in a few days 

time, these flowers die, their beauty will die with them.” 

We understand this, and when the flowers wilt in a few 

days, we will not suffer or feel sad. Because we can see 

the impermanent nature of the flowers, we can 
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stable or permanent. 

 

Life is filled with suffering, but it is also filled with 

many wonderful things. There is spring as well as 

winter, light as well as darkness, health as well as 

sickness, gentle breezes and delightful rains as well as 

tempests and floods. Our eyes, ears, hearts, half smiles, 

and breathings are wonderful phenomena. We only 

need to open our eyes and we can see the blue sky, the 

white clouds, the rose, the clear river, the golden fields 

of wheat, the shining eyes of a child. We have only to 

attune our ears to hear the whispering pines and the 

waves washing up on the shore. Everything is 

impermanent. Everything is in a temporary form. 

Nevertheless, there are many wonderful things. In and 

around us, there are so many wondrous phenomena in 

nature, which can refresh and heal us. If we can be in 

contact with them, we will receive their healing 

benefits. If peace and joy are in our hearts, we will 

gradually bring more peace and joy to the world [2, 

p 95]. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

If we live every moment of our lives mindfully and relate 

beautifully with those around us, we will have nothing to 

fear and nothing to regret, even when there is a crisis in 

our lives. If we know that birth and death are both 

necessary aspects of life, we will see that if our Creator 

(God) has brought us to life once, He will bring us to life 

hundred thousand times more (through 8.4 million cycle 

of life-death), and we will not be afraid or suffer when He 

reaches out his arms to welcome us back. An Awakened 

One remains unperturbed while flowing along the river of 

birth and death. Thus by becoming aware of 

impermanence, by observing and understanding it one 

can find a suitable remedy for the sorrow of human life 

and achieve liberation from them. 
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appreciate all the more the beauty of each flower. To 

observe the impermanence of things is not to reject 

them, but to be in contact with them with deep 

understanding, without being caught in desire and 

attachment. Freedom in Sikhism is freedom, which 

comes about by being awake and understanding. Guru 

Teg Bahadur, the ninth Sikh Guru, reminds us about ever 

changing nature of material world as:  

 

ਜੈਸੇ ਜਲ ਤ ੇਬੁਦਬੁਦਾ ਉਪਜੈ ਿਬਨਸੈ ਨੀਤ ॥ 

Jaise jal ṯe buḏbuḏā upjai binsai nīṯ. 

ਜਗ ਰਚਨਾ ਤੈਸੇ ਰਚੀ ਕਹੁ ਨਾਨਕ ਸੁਿਨ ਮੀਤ ॥੨੫॥ 

Jag racẖnā ṯaise racẖī kaho Nānak sun mīṯ. ||25|| 

AGGS, M 9, p 1427. 

 

As the bubbles in the water well up and disappear again,  

so is the universe created;  

says Nanak, listen, O my friend!  

 

Most people fail to see this reality, for they are attached 

to what they cling to, to pleasures and delights. Since the 

entire world is so attached to material things, it's very 

difficult for people to grasp how everything originates in 

conditions and causes. It's a hard job for them to see the 

meaning of the fact that everything, including ourselves, 

depends on everything else and has no permanent self-

existence. Gurbani advises us against attachment to 

material world due to its impermanence: 

 

ਿਤਸ ਸਉ ਨ' ਹੁ ਨ ਕੀਚਈ ਿਜ ਿਦਸੈ ਚਲਣਹਾਰੁ ॥ 

Ŧis sa▫o nehu na kīcẖ▫ī jė ḏisai cẖalaṇhār. 

ਨਾਨਕ ਿਜਨ/ਹੀ ਇਵ ਕਿਰ ਬੁਿਝਆ ਿਤਨ/ਹਾ ਿਵਟਹੁ ਕੁਰਬਾਣੁ ॥੨॥ 

Nānak jinĥī iv kar bujẖi▫ā ṯinĥā vitahu kurbāṇ. ||2|| 

 

AGGS, M 1, 1410.    

Do not fall in love with one who is destined to leave.  

Says Nanak: I am a sacrifice to those who understand 

this. 

 

Since everything is impermanent, disease and accident 

can happen to us or to those we love at any time. We 

must accept this reality. Guru Teg Bahadur advises us to 

not to be anxious if something unexpected happens as all 

the things in this world are transitory in nature: 

 

ਿਚੰਤਾ ਤਾ ਕੀ ਕੀਜੀਐ ਜ ੋਅਨਹੋਨੀ ਹੋਇ ॥ 

Cẖinṯā ṯā kī kījī▫ai jo anhonī ho▫e. 

ਇਹੁ ਮਾਰਗੁ ਸੰਸਾਰ ਕ ੋਨਾਨਕ ਿਥਰੁ ਨਹੀ ਕੋਇ ॥੫੧॥ 

Ih mārag sansār ko Nānak thir nahī ko▫e. ||51|| 

AGGS, M 9, p 1427. 

 

When something unexpected happens don’t be anxious.  

This is the way of the world, Says Nanak: nothing is 


