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Ishnan literally means to bathe. It is also an important concept in Sikhism. When Bhai Mardana asked 

Guru Nanak Sahib on how to make our minds pure, Guru Sahib pointed to three things – Naam (the Name 
of God/ attributes of God/ virtues), Daan (charity, sharing) and Ishnan. The 5th Guru, Guru Arjan Sahib also 
guides us to these three points to manage our vices and achieve righteous conduct:  

ਕਾਮ ਕੋਧ ਲੋਭ ਮੋਹ ਤਜਾਰੀ ॥ ਿਦੜੁ ਨਾਮ ਦਾਨੁ ਇਸਨਾਨੁ ਸੁਚਾਰੀ ॥੩॥ 
Kam krodh lobh moh tajari. Darir nam dan isnan suchari. ||3|| 

I have renounced sexual desire, anger, greed, and emotional attachment. I have enshrined the Naam within 
myself, with charity, true cleansing, and righteous conduct. ||3|| (SGGS Ji, Ang 744) 

 
Ishnan – A Misconception (Ishnan cleans the body but not the mind) 
Religious and spiritual activities begin by first taking a bath and cleaning the body. As gurus, sadhus and 
saints focused on baths (Ishaan), a misconception came about that the purity of the mind could be achieved 
by taking physical baths alone. To rouse people from this misconception, Bhagat Kabir Ji says: 

ਜਲ ਕੈ ਮਜਿਨ ਜੇ ਗਿਤ ਹੋਵ ੈਿਨਤ ਿਨਤ ਮਡੁਕ ਨਾਵਿਹ ॥ 
Jal kai majan je gat hovai nit menduk naveh. 

If salvation can be obtained by bathing in water, then what about the frog, which is always bathing in 
water? 

ਜੈਸੇ ਮਡੁਕ ਤੈਸੇ ਓਇ ਨਰ ਿਫਿਰ ਿਫਿਰ ਜੋਨੀ ਆਵਿਹ ॥੨॥ 
Jaise menduk taise oe nar fir joni avahi. ||2|| 

As is the frog, so is that mortal; he is reincarnated, over and over again. ||2|| (SGGS Ji, Ang 484) 
 
The misconception was compounded by the common belief that taking dips at certain places like rivers or 
pools by itself can cleanse one of their sins. However, Guru Nanak Ji teaches us that even if we can visit and 
bathe at all the 68 places of pilgrimages, it cannot cleanse our minds: 

ਅਠਸਿਠ ਤੀਰਥ ਜੇ ਨਾਵਿਹ ਉਤਰੈ ਨਾਹੀ ਮੈਲੁ ॥ 
Athsath tirath je naveh utrai nahi mail. 

Even though they may bathe at the sixty-eight sacred shrines of pilgrimage, still, their filth does not depart. 
(SGGS Ji, Ang 473) 

 
In the 20th pauri of the Japji Sahib, Guru Nanak Sahib explains the distinction between cleaning ourself 
physically and what will cleanse our minds spiritually. He tells us that external dirt/impurities can be washed 
away with water but internal impurity can only be washed away by devotion to Naam (conducting ourselves 
with virtues): 

ਭਰੀਐ ਹਥੁ ਪੈਰ ੁਤਨੁ ਦੇਹ ॥ਪਾਣੀ ਧੋਤੈ ਉਤਰਸੁ ਖੇਹ ॥ 
Bhareeai haath pair than dhaeh, Panee dhhothai outras khaeh 

When the hands and the feet and the body are dirty, Water can wash away the dirt. 

ਮੂਤ ਪਲੀਤੀ ਕਪੜੁ ਹੋਇ ॥ ਦੇ ਸਾਬੂਣ ੁਲਈਐ ਓਹ ੁਧਇੋ ॥ 
Mooth paleetee kaparr hoe, Dhae saaboon leeai ouh dhhoe 

When the clothes are soiled and stained by urine, Soap can wash them clean. 

ਭਰੀਐ ਮਿਤ ਪਾਪਾ ਕ ੈਸੰਿਗ ॥ਓਹ ੁਧੋਪੈ ਨਾਵੈ ਕ ੈਰੰਿਗ ॥ 
Bhareeai mat paapaa kai sang, Ouhu dhhopai naavai kai rang 

But when the intellect is stained and polluted by sin, It can only be cleansed by the love of the Name. (SGGS 
Ji, Ang 4) 
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Both inward and outward cleansing is needed 
It can be said that during the time of the Gurus, there were two schools of thinking. The first believed that 
taking ritual baths was the highest virtue and focused on physical cleaning of the body only. Others believed 
in working on inner purity and did not pay attention to outer cleansing. However, third Guru, Guru Amardas 
Sahib writes that both types of cleansing, along with the Grace of Waheguru are needed to lead a life of good 
action/conduct that will bring us close to Waheguru. 

ਜੀਅਹ ੁਿਨਰਮਲ ਬਾਹਰਹ ੁਿਨਰਮਲ ॥ 
Jiahu nirmal bahrahu nirmal. 

Inwardly pure, and outwardly pure. 

ਬਾਹਰਹ ੁਤ ਿਨਰਮਲ ਜੀਅਹ ੁਿਨਰਮਲ ਸਿਤਗੁਰ ਤੇ ਕਰਣੀ ਕਮਾਣੀ ॥ 
Bahrahu ta nirmal jiahu nirmal satgur te karṇi kamani. 

Those who are outwardly pure and also pure within, through the Guru, perform good deeds. (SGGS Ji, Ang 
919) 

Conclusion  
Gurbani points to bathing both body and mind as essential requirements. Where the body must be cleaned 
with water, the mind must be bathed in Naam. Gurbani introduces us to Naam which opens our path to 
refining ourselves and living a truthful life (right action and conduct). Through it, obstacles to a fruitful life are 
removed and good fortune comes our way. 

ਕਿਰ ਇਸਨਾਨੁ ਿਸਮਿਰ ਪਭੁ ਅਪਨਾ ਮਨ ਤਨ ਭਏ ਅਰੋਗਾ ॥ 
Kar isnan simar prabh apna man tan bhaye aaroga. 

After taking your cleansing bath, remember your God in meditation, and your mind and body shall be free 
of disease. 

ਕੋਿਟ ਿਬਘਨ ਲਾਥੇ ਪਭ ਸਰਣਾ ਪਗਟੇ ਭਲੇ ਸੰਜੋਗਾ ॥੧॥ 
Kot bighan lathe prabh sarna pragtye bhale sanjoga. ||1|| 

Millions of obstacles are removed, in the Sanctuary of God, and good fortune dawns. ||1|| (SGGS Ji Ang 611) 
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