This paper was presented in International Sikh Conferences 2004

Guru Granth Sahib : Nature of 

Numinous Experience








Dr. Gurnek Singh








Head  Encyclopeadia of Sikhism








Punjabi University, Patiala.


The numinous experience is of great eminence in religious parlance. For, it is the basis of the whole religious paraphernalia and structural edifice. All the world religious texts or scriptures and the whole of religious literature  has been emanated from this experience of the Numen i.e. the Divine. The religious history of whole mankind, Theology and religious philosophy has emerged out of this religious experience. Aesthetics which is based on elevated, finer feelings and perceptions of man is the outcome of this experience. It help human being to attain the highest goal of life set by his preceptors. So far so the experience other than the mundane or of metaphysical entity leads one to attain spiritual emancipation or liberation which further leads one to work for the welfare of the whole mankind. He who attain it or he who has the vision of Reality is certainly a different person who work in this world incessantly for its amelioration and betterment. In this way it is the basis of the world culture. The whole societal structure is directly related or associated with this experience. A man of religious experience does not chose to revel in isolation. His rapture and inebriation of this experience leads him to establish, peace, happiness and prosperity in this world of ours. 


In this way worlds’ total societal edifice is based on this experience. Its economic, political, social and religious institutions are dependent on it. It inculcates the feelings of love and service amongst the human beings of the world. No society, and country can afford to be without this inspirational experience which shapes human being’s ideas about society. It help inculcate better qualities which help to engender goodwill and good human being. Basic problem of man is to reshape and create spotless personality. It is only possible through this phenomena. Secondly it has remained with men from time immemorial. It has never been absent in human history. As a matter of fact, history has emerged and established as a discipline from this religious phenomena. Negation of it leads to chaos in the world. It help create values which produce congenial atmosphere on this planet, the earth. The world’s phenomenal existence emerged out of it i.e. God, who is the basis of numinous experience. In nutshell we can conclude that numinous experience enshrined in the religious scriptures and sacred literature of the world is the hinge around which the whole systems of the world and various cultures of it revolve. In this sense opined thus it is of great import in the world cultures.


Now in the following pages I shall restrain myself to discuss the meaning of numinous experience. Why it is needed ? What are the elements which help to attain it ? What is the nature of it in Sri Guru Granth Sahib? What are its elements or components ? How it is related with Ott’s idea of the Holy or the sacred.


The term numinous is related to a German philosopher Rudolf OTTo who used it in his world famous book Das Heilige that is ‘The Idea of the Holy’. OTTo discussed the term Numinous in detail in this book. Prior to him a German philosopher Wilhelm Windelband used it in 1903. Rudolf OTTo got published this book DasHeilige in 1917 which was translated as The Idea of the Holy in 1923. It was basically in opposition to the idea that religion is the creation of human culture. OTTo asserted through this classic work that religion is not the product of the needs of the time or culture but it has its sphere of own activity and its status is as a response to a power transcending the human. He portrays the holy as a power far greater than and lying far beyond the human realm. OTTo’s theory appeared at the time when in Europe critical and scientific tradition were predominating. But he introduced the religious experience and religious thought in the contemporary situation and asserted its efficacy. It was the time when Renaissance, Reformation and French Revolution and nineteenth century scientific discoveries, comparative linguistic, historical and cultural studies were the achievements which further fueled European to establish contacts with the rest of the world. The area where this analysis of the numinous is made is primarily Christianity but even than it seems to be universally applicable. Basically he was a systematic theologian and a historian of religion. But in analyzing the holy he very efficiently has employed some of the techniques of the phenomenological method. He brought to the interpretation of religious practices and beliefs of many lands an imaginative sympathy that was receptive with ceasing to be critical.1

The book ‘the idea of the Holy’ is primarily devoted to the analysis and understanding of the religious experience. OTTo opines that religious experience is not to be found in the common human experience but it is in unique phenomenon. He says in this regard ‘single domain of human experience that presents us with something. Unmistakably specific and unique, peculiar to itself, assuredly it is that of the religious life.2 He overlook the rational side. On the contrary he stress on the unique non-rational side of the religious experience which need not be expressed in terms of ideas and concepts. OTTo says in this regard ‘In this book I have ventured to write that which may be called non-rational or ‘supra-rational’ in the depths of a divine nature and says further ‘This book, recognizing the profound import of the non-rational for metaphysic, makes a serious attempt to analyse all the more exactly the feeling which remains where the concept fails, and to introduce a terminology which is not any the more loose or indeterminate for having necessarily to make use of symbols.3 That is the reason he is not in favour of rationalistic and he is not in favour of rationalistic and moralistic elements in the religious experience. To this realm of religious 
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interpretation and valuation peculiar to the sphere of religion.1 It is a complex and has a moment which is different from rational.  So being a moment other than the mundane it is ineffable, and in expressible. In a sense we can say it completely eludes apprehension in terms of concepts.2 So to this experience of the Holy or the divine OTTo says mysterium tremendum and facisnun. It is the experience of the ‘wholly other’ and produces the sense of awefulness and this feeling prevails when the experience one attains. Its vision engender the sense of wonderfulness, for in the rapturous experience, the mysterious beatific experience of the Divine. In this spiritual state of bliss seeker’s unutterableness leads to perfect silence. Because the linguistic categories fail to describe it in detail. Thus this experience can’t be unfolded or decoded to the audiences. Feeling is non-rational category. That is why OTTo call it inexpressible.


OTTo was attracted to focus on this unique numinous feeling by at least two of his predecessors that is Schleiermacher who defined religion as feeling of absolute dependence.3 In this way OTTo’s analysis of the numinous is related to the religious experience of the Divine. Undoubtedly he has made this attempt in the context of Christianity but he took the idea from Indian religions. He was widely travelled man and deeply and thoroughly read man. It may be possible that while coming to India and other neighbouring countries he imbibed the idea of the Holy. Because the terms he has coined, such as mysterium, that which is esoteric and the awesomeness, and the feeling of wholly other are of less European origin more of Eastern origin. He had interest in the non-Christian religions of the world and imbibed the idea from these religions. He learned Sanskrit translated and studied important Hindu writings and made extensive trips to India, Burma, China, 
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Japan, Egypt, Jerusalem and other places in his search to understand religious experience.  It was perhaps the tremendous impact of his trip to Asia in 1911 and 1912 and his early study of Sanskrit texts that led him to the analysis of religious experience first articulated in ‘The Idea of the Holy’1.


Rudolf OTTo was basically a philosopher, religious historian, theologian and a phenomologist. His formulations as such are not applicable to the Sikh thought which emerge out of Sri Guru Granth Sahib. Guru Granth Sahib is a compendium of religious experience. It came into existence from the direct encounter with God. In this sense it is the direct knowledge of God transmitted to us through the Gurus. It is revealed knowledge of God. Guru Nanak says that he is transmitting what he is receiving from God.2 It is not the result the philosophical speculations. Rather it is a source of Divine experience while as unlike Sri Guru Granth Sahib’s revelations Rudolf OTTo is a theologian, philosopher and phenomonologist who has endeavoured hard to analyse the experience of the numinous. These are not the touchstones when we apply it on the scripture. Because these are just the observations of a social scientist. Whereas the scriptures contain the Divine vision and knowledge, while on the contrary a theologian or a philosopher’s attempt is to interpret the religious paraphernalia from societal utility point of view. Now we come to Sri Guru Granth Sahib and the experience of the Numinous which it contains. 


Sri Guru Granth Sahib begins with Mul Mantra which is the creed formula which is of Affirmation of the sikh faith. It is a basic or fundamental text which is enunciated on all occasions to invoke Divine and Mul Mantra being fundamental
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and Supreme in sikh tradition is represented by the person seeking initiation to the Sikh faith. All meditation in the Sikh faith Centres round this creed formula. The Text of Mul Mantra reads as : Ek Omkar, Sati Nam, Karta Purakh, Nirbhau, Nirvair,  Akal-Murati, Ajuni, Saibhang, Guru-Prasadi. Thus it is one Indivisible Supreme Being, Reality eternal, creator – Purusha, without fear, without Rancour, Form Immutable, Unborn, Self-Existent, Realized through Divine Grace.


Thus this creed formula carry two aspects of God. One is unattributed that is one immaculate who is beyond this mundane existence and other aspect is its attributed existence. In other words we can say Nirguna and Sarguna God. This creed formula is originated from the spiritual experience of Guru Nanak. Thus for it EK that is one. There is not the second but permeates and pervades throughout the material world only one God1. Thus the God of Sikhism is one absolute. He is not indivisible. It is contrary to polytheistic thinking of Indian spiritual thought. The attributed God is the object of spiritual search and realization and devotion. These attributes emphasize the creator aspect of God who is the Cherisher of this universe. Then follow attributes affirming the absolute and universal aspect of God as being without fear and rancour. Akal Murati aspect of God very explicitly repudiates particularly the theory of incarnation. Incarnation idea further has been repudiated beyond doubt by affirming the unborn and uncreated aspect of God. Further God can’t be established in any form. For nothing represent Him in this world2. In this way Gurus has condemned idol worship. In this series the last verse emphasizes the nature of the true spiritual quest which is the path of prayer, devotion and seeking in all humility Divine grace without which the seeker is unable to attain the vision. The Divine has repeatedly been emphasised throughout 
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the spiritual thought of gurbani without which realization and emancipation can’t be attained on whom God bestows His grace remember God1. The creed formula i.e. Mul Mantra is seed Formula from which the whole of Sikh Philosophy originate. The unicity of the Divine Being has been postulated in uncompromising terms by putting numerical I in the beginning. 


This terse sutric formula is efficacious to inculcate spiritual experience or the vision of the Divine. Guru Nanak referring to this power of it says that devotion to God’s Name is the essence of immortality2. Thus the loving remembrance of God leads man to attain spiritual Bliss and knowledge of the Divine. The remembrance of God or the Japa is literally muttering that’s slow recitation audibly or sotto voce. In this manner or process of meditation seeker’s mind fall to the silent meditation and concentrated self-attainment and identification with the creator i.e. the Almighty. This process when come to continue effortlessly or naturally come to be known as Japa-Jap which means silent recitation that is deep uninterrupted meditation which further leads to live that is incessant communication with God. In this stage of spiritual elevation there is unbreakable bliss3. Guru Nanak describing this state of ecstasy says that the seeker listens the melody of the soul which is produced after the union of the soul with the higher self. In the state of union with the eternal is heard the Divine Music and the self is attained to the infinite. So in this state the self listens to the inexpressible tale of God-realization4. In the process of ajapa-jap the seeker contemplate on Sabad. He follow the steps of Suniyai, Mannei and Dhyana. In the first step there are four stanzas which means listening. It is the first step in the path of spiritual ascent known in Sikh tradition as Sahj that is the path of natural 
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endeavour. In the process of Jap i.e. the silent prayer or devotion to God Suniyai is an essential and eminent step. Because here in the first ladder the devotee being attentive devote himself to the deep and through understanding and comprehensive of the message enshrine in the sacred text. Thus by attentive listening the seeker come to know of the Supreme state of enlightment and holiness. He shall got the knowledge of the cosmic esoteric mysteries of the earth, its vast expense, its various realms and nether regions. This provide eternal bliss to the devotee and his sorrow and sin are annuled. The seeker by listening is exalted to the status of Shiva, Brahma and Indra. He is invested with the qualities Divine. The esoteric powers of personality unrevel to the seeker and he is invested with the scriptural knowledge. The listening process  has the potential of truthfulness, contentment and spiritual illumination. It gives the merit of sixty eight holy places of bathing. The seeker receives the true honour. So absorption in the holy teachings help seeker to God-realization. It unfolds the deep spiritual truth. One attains the state of Supreme holiness.


Next step to the spiritual illumination is Manan that is reflection or deep and firm faith over the sayings of the preceptor. It is the inexpressible state. No one can attempt its elaboration. Through this stage of faith mind and intellect find concentration. All the stages of God-realization are unfolded to the seeker. If seeker’s mind is deeply fixed on faith than none can harm him. The immaculate Name of God is realized to the seeker. He shall have to meet no obstacle on the path of God realization only through Mannai or deep faith one finds the door of liberation. Not only he but those related to him are also get liberated through him. One with faith has not to wander to bag for Divine grace. The third step which help in God-realization is Dhyan that is concentrated contemplation. In classical Indian philosophy this stage has been called Nidhyasan that is repeated contemplation. So passing through the spiritual stages the devotee get widened his vistas of both mental and spiritual knowledge and they are elected by God. We can also call them selected by God. Because they become the recipient of grace of God. In other words they are approved and are chosen. They are prominent among the men. They are honoured at the portal of God. They through meditation find illumination.


Then after passing through these steps the seeker come to know the vast and multiple functioning of this expense wherein innumerable are the prayer-chants, forms of devotion and forms of worship. Countless are reciting the holy scriptures. The negative qualities has also been described. There are many who are purblind fools, who are living on thievery and dishonesty. There are countless tyrant rulers who are ruling with brute force. Innumerable are murderers who cut throats for their selfish ends.


Thus going through this vast phenomenal and non-phenomenal expense the seeker come to realize and visualise that the God has innumerable names i.e. Kirtam nam that is those names given to God after His qualities. But basically true and transcendental name is ever and ever one.1

Then seeker come to visualize the enormous vastness of the world wherein millions nether worlds and heavens has been created by God. Even sometime the laudation of God repeatedly made does not help the devotee to comprehend His greatness. The Vedas and Muslim scripture are unable to comprehend Him in toto. The word Neti, Neti meaning not this, not this is therein in the Upanishads wherein the man’s helplessness has been recorded to explain the infinity. 


The devotee reached to the spiritual elevation,  steps in one of the spiritual realms i.e. khands. First amongst these is Dharam Khand that is Realm of 
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Righteous Action. In this khand or realm devotee come to visualize innumberable forms of air, water and fire. There are countless Krishnas and Shivas. Enumberable Brahmas are engaged in fashioning the universes of various forms, of sun and moon, species of Gods, demons and ascetics.


After viewing this enormous vastness and infiniteness of this universe the seeker enters into Gian Khand i.e. the sphere of Enlightenment. In this realm spiritual illumination blazes forth. In this realm the mystic melody, sublime visions, wonder and joy reign supreme. The inexpressible beautiful manifestation project in this domain. 


The next spiritual realm is karam khand meaning sphere of grace. In this realm dwell the denizons who are the heroes of supreme might. It is realm of righteous action. The next is Sarm Khand. It has been explained variously. But most of the scholar have concurence that it is the realm of endeavour or effort. Thus human endeavour reign supreme in this realm. The last of these khands is sach khand. In this domain God abides into eternity.1 It is the realm of eternity. In this domain abides the vision of God where in none else is to be found. In this realm the seeker attain unity with ultimate reality which is the goal of human life on this earth.2

Thus in this way the human beings in the form of humble devotee fulfill his aim of life for which he has been enjoined by the Guru to tread on. It is the complete vision which man attain at this stage. This is the spiritual experience which a devotee attain in his life time. But it can only be attained with the grace of God.3

From the preceding discussion there are points which need elaboration so far as the nature of numinous i.e. God in sikhism is concerned. The God as we 
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have seen is both transcendent as well as immanent.1 He is both Nirguna and Saguna. He is Nirakar and Sakar. He is both without form and Form. Being numerical one he is an transcendental monotheistic Reality who is attributless that is we can’t know Him by analogy. But it does never mean that He is nagation as far as the existence of Him is concerned. Attributless means we can’t judge Him by applying or giving the qualities of this world. For the simple reason that He is not Matter. Though undoubtedly He is the source of Matter. It is He from whom Matter originate and because of Him it sustain. The matter’s cycle is dependent on three gunas i.e. qualities. Because He is not Matter that is why He is attributless.


This numinous and its experience can’t be explained in linguistic terms or in categories.  Because these are all the categories of human mind which condition it in space and time. Whereas God is beyond this material existential expense of the universe. It is in expressible. It is unutterable, and unexplicable.2

The numinous is the eradicator of worldly suffering and sin. He who deeply concentrate on Him becomes the recipient of His grace and abides in place and bliss. That is why the seeker incessantly remains absorbed in His dhyan i.e. deep meditation where in sorrow and suffering is impossible to stay.3 He is the bestower of both worldly and spiritual boons which enrich man beyond measure. The man without virtues attains the virtues. The man without virtues attains the virtues. He is infinite and can’t be known. He is beyond limits.4 He is the king of kings in the sense that He provides  strength, wisdom and vision to the kings. He help them to establish their kingdoms.5

The sense of creature feeling is also therefor He is great, unknowable, 
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unreachable, the primal, immaculate and absolute. Man can’t tell His glory because He is unfathomable and infinite. So Gobind is infinite, unfathombale Transcent, and He alone know Himself, none else know Him well.1

Religious fear which is unlike OTTo is sublime and lead man to spiritual union. Without which one cannot cross the sea of Existence. It is fear because of which we love God. We feed this Fire with the love of the word. Without the Lord’s fear everything is false.2

When the devotee ascend the spiritual ladders, the vast expense of the world unfold before him which lead him to the feeling of wonder. He sing His glory in a way saying that great is our glory, for great is your Name. Great is your justice.3 In wonder he sing. In wonder he live. Vismad is sound, wonderful is wisdom. Wonderful is life. Wonderful is form and colour. Wonderful are the creatures who wander about naked. Wonderful is air and water, earth and species and tastes. Union is wonderful and the experience wonderful praise, eulogy.4

Thus we can conclude that the nature of experience of Numinous is that He is transcendent and immanent. He is bestower of grace. He cann’t be explained and expressed in human terms which are conditioned in limited space and time.
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