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During my stay in Assam near Tinsukhia, I came in contact with Srimanta Sankar Dev’s followers. It was the occasion of Guru Nanak’s birthday. Sankar Dev’s followers came to pay obeisance to Guru Nanak on the auspicious occasion. During my discussions with them they revealed that it is their regular feature as they hold Guru Nanak in the same esteem as Srimanta Sankar Dev. They in fact consider Sikhs as Gurubhai. According to them Guru Nanak and Sankar Dev preached the same thing; held discussions and were impressed by each other and hence came very close. This happened during Guru Nanak’s visit to Assam.

Guru Nanak (1469-1539 AD) and Srimant Sankar Dev (1449-1569 AD) are the two great saint-scholar visionaries of the Bhakti Movement period between 15th and 16th centuries - the period of Delhi Sultanate and Mughals. It was the period when, on the one hand, the people were divided into castes, sects and factions and, on the other, the invaders perpetrated atrocities on the public and the weaker sections of society. The masses in their hardships and miseries cried for a savior.

The objective of Bhakti movement was the reformation of society by showing the true path - that all are equal; there is no big or small; God and God alone being the Creator, Developer and Destroyer of the entire universe. It was to enlighten the people about their inner strengths; and draw out the fear ridden folk to make them stand against mayhem and injustice perpetrated by invaders. The advocates of the Bhakti movement succeeded to a considerable extent in uplifting the moral tone of the community and bridging the gap between communities.

Through Guru Nanak, the Bhakti movement became a vehicle of social change. Similarly through Sankar Dev the people of Assam stood against the ritualism and other evils of society and brought about a reformation. Nanak and Sankar Dev came as God’s messengers in the common man’s hour of dire need. It was a period of transition from medievalism to modernism. Men of action and men of thought explored the world of matter and spirit. Both these saints revealed the secret of man’s spiritual potentiality. At the same time, they accepted the struggles and hardships of life and pioneered a movement of reform in social and religious conduct. The means by which they reformed the dregs of society were argument, conviction and personal example.

Though records are not clear to show when and where exactly Guru Nanak met Sankar Dev, yet the similarities between the writing and actions of the two show that they met in Assam, in Dhubri or in Naugaon Area during Guru Nanak’s travels to Assam.

Life history of Guru Nanak is found recorded in Janamsakhis and in Varan Bhai Gurudas, while that of Srimanta Sankardev in four regular biographies i.e., by Ramcharan Thakur, nephew of Madhavdev, Sankardev's successor; by Daityari Thakur, son of Ramcharan who (collected facts from secondary sources); by Bhusan Dvija and by Ramananda Dvija.

Guru Nanak Dev

Guru Nanak Dev was born on Kartik Pooranmashi of 1469 in Talwandi, a village in the Sheikhipura district, 65 kms. West of Lahore.
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   1. Nankana Sahib 

2. Sacha Sauda 

3. Place of enlightenment - Sultanpur

His father Mehta Kalian Dass was a village official in the local revenue administration. As a boy, Nanak learnt Sanskrit and accounting from Pandit Brij, and Persian and Arabic from a Maulvi. He was spiritually inclined from the childhood. At 12, his father gave him twenty rupees and asked him to do a business, apparently to teach him business. In turn Nanak bought food with all the money and distributed it among the saints and the poor. When his father asked him what happened to his business, he replied that he had done a ‘True business’.
Eager to see his son doing some job, Kalian Dass, through his son-in-law Jai Ram, got Nanak appointed as official-in-charge of the stores of Daulat Khan Lodhi, the ruler of Sultanpur in 1485. Mardana was attached to look after him, who remained his life long companion. Nanak however concentrated more in meditation than on job; as a result some poor lady got excessive ration. On a complaint, checking was done but surprisingly rations were found surplus in store!

Nanak went into prolonged meditation. In 1496, he attained enlightenment in Wein (Sultanpur) and, after communion with God, proclaimed: “There is no Hindu, nor any Mussalman”. With this, he declared equality of beings in the form of brotherhood of man and the fatherhood of God. He emphasized the inalienable spiritual-moral combination of his message and set on delivering the same around the globe.

Accompanied by Mardana, he began his missionary journey. Apart from conveying his message and rendering help to the weak, he forcefully preached, both by precept and practice, against caste distinctions, ritualism, idol worship and the pseudo-religious beliefs that had no spiritual content. He chose to mix with all. He dined and lived with men of the lowest castes and classes.

Considering the then prevailing cultural practices and traditions, this was something socially and religiously unheard of in those days of rigid Hindu caste system sanctioned by the scriptures and the religiously approved notions of un-touchability. The Guru’s first companion Mardana was a low caste Muslim. He preferred to dine at the place of a low caste artisan, Bhai Lallo, instead of accepting the invitation of a high caste rich landlord, Malik Bhago, because the latter lived by exploitation of the poor and the former earned his bread by the sweat of his brow. This incident has been depicted by a symbolic representation of the reason for his preference. Sri Guru Nanak pressed in one hand the coarse loaf of bread from Lallo’s hut and, in the other, the food from Bhago's house. Milk gushed forth from the loaf of Lallo’s and blood from the delicacies of Bhago.

This prescription for honest work and living and the condemnation of exploitation, coupled with the Guru’s dictum that “riches cannot be gathered without sin and evil means”, have, from the very beginning, continued to be the basic moral tenet with the Sikh mystics and the Sikh society. The offerings he received were distributed among the poor. Any surplus collected was given to his hosts to maintain a common kitchen, where all could sit and eat together without any distinction of caste and status. This institution of common kitchen or langar became a major instrument of helping the poor, and a nucleus for religious gatherings of his society and of establishing the basic equality of all castes, classes and sexes.

Despite the hazards of travel in those times, he performed five long journeys all over the globe. He visited most of the known religious places and centers of worship. He explained and exposed through preaching, the incongruities and fruitlessness of ritualistic and ascetic practices. At Hardwar, when he found people throwing Ganges water towards the sun in the east as oblations to their ancestors in heaven, he started, as a measure of correction, throwing the water towards the West, in the direction of his fields in the Punjab. When ridiculed about his folly, he replied, “If Ganges water will reach your ancestors in heaven, why should the water I throw up not reach my fields in the Punjab, which are far

less distant?” Without any discussions or discourses, his message reached right into the hearts of those present.  Such was the practicality of his approach.

He spent over twenty five years of his life, preaching not only in India from Kashmir to Kanya Kumari and from Peshawar to Assam but also other countries like Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Istanbul, Russia, China, Tibet, Nepal, Bhutan, Burma, Thailand etc. Many of his hymns were revealed to him during this period. They are of lofty spiritual dimensions and also represent answers to the major religious and social problems of the day and cogent responses to the situations and incidents that he came across. Since his mystic system almost completely reversed the trends, principles and practices of the then prevailing religions, he criticized and rejected virtually all the old beliefs, rituals and harmful practices existing in the country. This explains the necessity of his long and arduous tours and the variety and profusion of his hymns on all the religious, social, political and theological issues, practices and institutions of his period.

Finally, on the completion of his journeys, he settled as a peasant farmer at Kartarpur, a village in the Punjab. Bhai Gurdas writes that at Kartarpur, Guru Nanak donned the robes of a peasant and continued his ministry. He organized Sikh Sangats at places he visited. A similar society was created at Kartarpur. In the morning, Japji was sung in the congregation. In the evening Sodar and Arti were recited. The Guru cultivated his lands and also continued with his mission and preaching. His followers throughout the country were known as Nanak-panthis or Sikhs. The places where Sikh congregations and religious gatherings of his followers were held were called Dharamsalas. These were also the places for feeding the poor.

Guru Nanak had a distinct sense of his prophethood and of his mission being God-ordained. During his preachings, he himself announced. “O Lallo, as the words of the Lord come to me, so do I express them”. Guru Nanak refers to God as his Enlightener and Teacher. During his life, his disciples were formed and came to be recognized as a separate community. His followers adopted a separate way of greeting each other with the words Sat Kartar (God is true). He chose Lehna, a devout Sikh, as his successor and renamed him Angad.  By appointing Angad (his ‘part’ or ‘limb’), he laid down the clear principle of impersonality, unity and indivisibility of Guruship. At that time he addressed Angad by saying, “Between thou and me, there is now no difference”.
It was the intensity and depth of Guru Nanak’s message, fortified and consolidated by successor Gurus that served as an edifice on which the super-structure of Sikhism was built. Guru Nanak’s genius lay specifically in integrating the contemporary Bhakti-Sufi tradition of spiritual quest with the social milieu in the totality of the medieval Indian life. His followers, called ‘Sikhs’, formed a group of God-fearing men and women devoted to the service of the people. He laid down simple rules of conduct through which man could lead a humane and meaningful life and find his own fulfillment. His life is an inspiring example of the practice of truth, love and humility. His primary message to society was recorded to be “devotion of thought and excellence of conduct as the first of duties”.
Guru Nanak profoundly influenced the history of Punjab. For Sikhs and Hindus, he was a Prophet who gave to the world the gospel of love, goodwill and reconciliation. Dr H.R. Gupta, the well-known historian, writes, “Nanak’s religion consisted in the love of God, love of man and love of godly living. His religion was above the limits of caste, creed and country. He gave his love to all, Hindus, Muslims,

Indians and foreigners alike. His religion was a people’s movement based on modern conceptions of secularism and socialism, a common brotherhood of all human beings. Like Rousseau, Nanak felt 250 years earlier that it was the common people who made up the human race They had always toiled and

tussled for princes, priests and politicians. What did not concern the common people was hardly worth considering.
Nanak’s work, to begin with, assumed the form of an agrarian movement. His teachings were purely in Puniabi language mostly spoken by cultivators. They appealed to the downtrodden and the oppressed peasants and petty traders as they were ground down between the two mill stones of Government tyranny and the new Muslims’ brutality. Nanak’s faith was simple and sublime. It was the life lived. His religion was not a system of philosophy like Hinduism. It was a discipline, a way of life, a force, which

connected one Sikh with another as well as with the Guru.

“In Nanak’s time, Indian society was based on caste and was divided into countless watertight compartments. Men were considered high and low on account of their birth and not according to their deeds. Equality of human beings was a dream. There was no spirit of national unity except feelings of community fellowship. In Nanak’s views, men’s love of God was the criterion to judge whether a person was good or bad, high or low. As the caste system was not based on divine love, he condemned it. Nanak aimed at creating a casteless and classless society similar to the modern type of socialist society in which all were equal and where one member did not exploit the other.
Nanak insisted that every Sikh house should serve as a place of love and devotion, a true guest house (Sach dharamshala). Every Sikh was enjoined to welcome a traveler or a needy person and to share his meals and other comforts with him. “Guru Nanak aimed at uplifting the individual as well as building a nation”. 

Sankar Dev

Sankar Dev was born at Ali-pukhuri, Naugaon, Assam, on the tenth day of the bright moon in Aswin (September-October) of 1449 A.D. (Ramcharan. v. 360 ff) and the date of his Passing is on the second day of the bright moon in Bhadra (August-September) of 1568 A.D. (Ramcharan. v. 3934).

Sankardev completed his studies at the age of seventeen with Mahendra Kandali as his teacher, and took over the charge of the hereditary Chief of the Bhuyas about 1466 A.D. (Ramcharan v. 1401-06), which office was held by the paternal uncles of his father since Sankardev was only five years old when his father died (Ram, v. 1135 ff). He studied the Vedas and philosophies, the Epics and the Puranas both extensively and intensively during the five years of his stay with Mahendra Kandali. Other biographies too clearly testify to the exceptional brilliance of Sankardev and his deep study of the scriptures.

Two years after the assumption of the hereditary charge of the Chief of the Bhuyas, the intellectual achievements and practical attainments of the young leader were put to test almost unexpected. It was when Sankardev attained his nineteenth year of age. While he was sitting in his house, one Budha Kha came to his place and (Ramcharan v. 1451) asked “You are well-versed in sciences; you studied all the scriptures that are there. Do present us the paradise to the delectation of all the people.” (Ramcharan 1453). It was almost a challenge, and the young Chief at once accepted it:

“By your words, in truth thrice promised, shall I show you the city of Paradise. I shall reveal a play Cihna Yatra by name, and you are sure to be delighted”.
Sankardev painted the city of paradise (on cloth) and wrote one-act play. He first wrote the songs for preliminary music, and then wrote verses in Sanskrit. He composed preludes (to each scene), invocations and songs; and made the divisions of the scenes. As he finished writing the songs, the drama, the preludes, all and sundry, the Bhuyas sent information to Sankardev that they had completed the construction of the pandal. This first important event in Sankardev's early intellectual life was also the foremost, and had more far reaching effects than perhaps the author could himself think. The play itself was a marvelous success so-much-so that Mahendra Kandali, Sankardev's early teacher, and other scholars of the day were inspired and convinced of Sankardev's possessing divine and supreme spiritual power. (Ramcharan 1457-1463)

Thus, as the Cihna Yatra (performance) ended, Sankardev had gone to Mahendra Kandali. He wanted to salute his teacher. Seeing this, the Kandali rose from his seat with eagerness: “It is thee who is to be saluted. Thou art God incarnate; I have known it for certain.” As Sankardev had come back on hearing this, Mahendra Kandali took his stand in the assembly. About ten thousand people gathered there. Mahendra Kandali raised his hands and shouted the name of Hari: “Listen, O learned audience, to my words which are sure and certain: I am bound for initiation from Sankardev”. He prostrated four times and resolved four times. Then he cried aloud: “Sankardev has been my Preceptor.” Mahendra Kandali's noble example was presently taken up by Ram Ram, Caturbhuj, Narottam and other high-class Brahmans and they begged for initiation from Sankardev (Ramcharan. vs.1555-56). 
It seemed also as another challenge, and, being unable to avoid, Sankardev had to accept it. He, with a keen sense of decorum, avoided the customary practice of giving initiation at the Preceptor's feet and asked them to come the next morning. Meanwhile, overnight he translated Uddhawa Sambad from the Bhagawat, Book Ten, advised prostration before it, and gave initiation to this first batch of his celebrated disciples inclusive of his early teacher and his family priest, Ram Ram (Ramcharan vs. 1558-83).

This prostration before the rendering of the Bhagawat, by the proselytes combined oaths of allegiance to God (Krishan) about whom the work was written and      to    the    Guru     Sankardev        by     whom it   was     rendered. Thus it is that the Saran (initiation) ceremony of Sankardev has the unique practice of prostration and taking solemn oaths by proselytes before the sacred scriptures by the great Founder of the faith. This practice has been in vogue since then. Also on all occasions the thapana (Vedi, altar) of a Mahapurusiya institution is scrupulously clean by the absence of any image or picture including that of Krishna himself, and has only the Kirttan or any other Mahapurusiya scripture instead for adoration. This unique practice of adoration of a holy book, against idols or pictures, is now paralleled only by the reverence paid by the Sikhs.

Kirtan
Srimant Sankaradev’s magnum opus is Kirtan-ghosha, a popular work found in nearly every household in Assam. The copies of the Kirtan, as available in the market today, contain a brief sketch of the life and work of Srimanta Sankaradev, a brief outline of each chapter and glossary of unfamiliar terms etc, followed by the actual composition - the original - which is written in superb verses, adopting appropriate meters to the different subject matters in hand and the choice of the diction suited to the sentiment. It contains narrative verses glorifying Krishan meant for community singing. It is a bhakti kayva par excellence, written in a lively and simple language, it has “stories and songs for amusement for children, it delights the young with true poetic beauty and elderly people find here religious instruction and wisdom”.
Amongst all his works, Kirtan is the foremost especially in point of propagation of the new cult of Vaisnavism in Assam as composed by the great author at different places on different occasions as he could not live in the same place for a long time due to political instability during his time. The great author started the work at Batradava in the Naugaon district and completed it at Patbausi near present Barpeta town.

Kirtan is essentially a book of hymns of varied length and meters with melodies of different patterns sung by the devotees of Vaisnav community throughout the Eastern region. Chanting of hymns, one or two, along with some verses of Madhavadev's Ghosa and one Bargeet, is an integral and obligatory part of a daily 'prasang' in congregation, in the Sattars and Namghars of Assam. The Kirttan is the fundamental text of the structure of Nam Dharm propagated by Sri Sankardev. At present Kirttan contains thirty chapters, 29 composed by Sri Sankaradev and one chapter Sahasra Nama Vrittant, composed by Ratnakar Kandali, a Brahmin follower of Sri Sankardev. The book begins with 'Chaturvinsati Avatar' and concludes with the 'Tatparya' of the Bhagavat Puran in thirty chapters.
Each chapter deals with a certain topic or thought on various philosophical and theological subjects in support of the Vaishnavite tenets propagated. In chapters first to the ninth of the scripture, Sri Sankaradev seems to have made efforts to prove that his propagation of Nama Dharm is basically established on the authority of the Vedic and Puranic literature, such as Padma Puran, Skand Puran, Narad Puran and mainly the Bhagavat Puran. Sri Sankaradev arranged the hymns topically. They are of uneven length and varied meters. Poetic glories of the writer reveal themselves in adopting appropriate meters to the different subject matters in hand and the choice of the diction is suited to the sentiment. This is particularly exhibited in Prahlad Charitar, Rash Krida, Vaikunth Prayan and Har Mohan. The heroic, erotic and tragic elements are brought into full display and very frequently the poet dominates the reformer.

Purpose of the Kirttan is to describe the Divine attributes and activities of Lord Krishna in a language within the reach of the masses of lower intellectual level, so that they may understand them and sing them in devotion to the Lord. It is therefore evident that abstract discussion was avoided and the master makes short work of the lengthy and philosophical aspect of the Bhagavat and the other Sanskrit texts. The genius of the Sankar Dev is in full form exploiting every occasion to demonstrate his capacity to introduce local color and for giving new words almost from anywhere. The subject matter thus causes appeal to the heart and soul. The choice of language is very appropriate, style lucid, poetic and aesthetic creating sentiments of devotion. He takes pains in describing the 'Rup' and 'Swarup' of Krishan at every opportunity to inculcate it in the minds of the devotees. In its narration of the activities of Krishan in an attitude of perfect submission and devotion, the Kirtan stands unique in literature and culture.

The impact of the Kirtan is so great that it has been universally accepted by the subsequent generations in Assam. The Kirtan therefore forms the bedrock of Vaishanism in Kamarup, Assam and the chief instruments in devotional services. It is a Bhagavat Puran in miniature. Sankara Dev, in moving from place to place, had left parts of his works in various places and could not collect them together during his lifetime. So he asked his successor and devotee Sri Madhavadev, the second luminary, to collect them.

Accordingly, Sri Madhavadeva sent his own nephew Ram Charan Thakur to collect the scattered parts. Ram Charan Thakur with great labour collected and arranged them and handed them over to his uncle Sri Madhavadev after one year’s hard work. On receipt of the Kirttan arranged serially in proper order, Sri Madhavadev accepted it as arranged by Ram Charan Thakur. This scripture remains the most venerated among Srimanta Sankardeva’s followers.

Few facts about the two are summed up as under:

	
	Guru Nanak
	Srimanta Sankar Dev

	1. Revered as
	Guru (Master / Guide)
	Mahapurusha / Guru

	2. Period
	1469-1539 
Bhakti movement
	1449-1568 
Bhakti movement

	3. Birth
	Talwandi Rai Bhoi, Punjab (now Pakistan)
	Naugaon, Assam

	4. Family Life
	Both lived married life, though traveled widely

	5. Fields of Activity
	Both were Saint-scholars who initiated Social-religious                    reforms in their respective areas

	6. Area of Activity
	Entire Globe
	Entire Assam

	7. Mode
	Both established contact through continuous travels

	8. Devotion to
	Single God (Ik Onkar)
	Single God (eka sarana)

	9. Names of God
	Both adopted various Names of God as Hari, Ram, Krishan

	10. Founded
	Sikh Dharam  
	Mahapurush Dharam,

	11. Path 
	Naam Marg
	Naam Dharam

	12. Places of Worship
	Gurdwaras
	Sattars/Naam Ghar

	13. Idol Worship
	Both preached in open and were against idol worship

	14. Writings
	943 hymns in Guru Granth Sahib
	Kirtana-ghosha, Cihna Yatra and many other compositions (about 30 in number)

	15. Language
	Punjabi, Braj, Sanskrit, Persian
	Assamese, Braj, Sanskrit

	16. Style  
	Both wrote in simple and lucid language with lilting verses.

	17. Content  
	Both infused bhakti into everything they wrote


Both caused a huge Social Revolution by fighting against anti-           social elements like casteism prevailing at that time.

	Both initiated people of all castes and religions, including Muslims.

Both preached against social evils.
	

	19. Belief
	Both believed that the God is both Manifest and Unmanifest.
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