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Keerimalai: The spring of our spiritua £ 63#}1‘@3

Prof N. Shanmugalingam

Former Vice Chancellor, Professor of Sociology, University of Jaffna

%ndus recognize multiple
sources of power in the world around
them, sacred forces in rivers, rocks, in
village temples and hill top shrines. In
this context Keerimalai spring and the
Naguleswaram temple are places of
importance to the spiritual heritage of
Hindus in Sri Lanka and South India. It had
been a pilgrimage center of this cultural
area. The Maha Kumbabishekani of the
temple became a reality by the tireless
efforts of Maharajasri Naguleswara
kurukkal and the eternal prayers of the
devotes gives a spiritual strength to the
people and at the same time give an
opportunity to re-visit and re-vitalize the
cultural heritage of Keerimalai.

During this day of Kumbabishegam, inevitably our
memories took us to the days of the Hindu Reformer,
Arumuga Navalar and his call in 1894 to re-establish all
the five ISWARAM temples, namely Naguleswaram (Thiru
thambaleswaram),Thiruketheeswaram, Thirukoneswaram,
Muneswaram and Thondeswaram. In addition, it brings us to
the reality that the repeated destructions of these treasured
temples did not destroy the faith of the Hindus, and these
temples were rebuilt to its original glory by the untiring
efforts of the Hindus scattered throughout the country.

The historical roots of Keerimalai and Naguleswaram
temple date back to ancient times. This temple is referred
in Dakshina kailasa puranam and Skanda puranam. There
are references of Nagulisa relating to early preceptors
of Pasupatha school of Saivaism . There are references
(Yalppana Vaipava malai} about the Sahasralinga( 1000
lingams within the Lingam) of Naguleswaram The name of
the nearby Fort, Sambuthurai is also related to be the site at

_ Which the Shivalingam has been brought to this temple from
South India. There are also references to the same a sage
Nagulamuni with the face of a mongoose who meditated
in a cave in Keerimalai, after his continued devotion and
prayers at Naguleswaram, Lord Shiva had mercy on him and
restored his human form . The Tamil word ‘Keeri’ is synonym
with the Sanskrit word Nagulam meaning mongoese. It is
from this divine act that the name of Keerimalai is said to
have been derived.

Another set of beliefs reputing Keerimalai spring, as
a spring with curative powers. The story reveals that the
Pandyan princess Maruthapuraveeka valli with the face
of a horse came all the way to Sri Lanka to have a bath

™

in the spiritual spring and worship
Naguleswararar in order to restore her
human form. She too was able to get
back her human face after a bath at the
Keerimalai spring. As a tribute to the Gods
for restoring her human form, she built
the Maviddapuram Murugan temple and
few other temples in the nearby villages.
Thus one can see that a close link existed
from very early times between the temple
at Maviddapuram and Naguleswaram,
the place name Koyil kadavai also signify
this. All these myths, spiritual stories are
‘living stories’ in the memories of the
people, and which are handed down from
generation to generation.

The Hindus flock in large numbers on
the day of ‘Adi amavasi’ which falls during the Tamil month
of Adi to pay tribute to their ancestors in Hindu tradition.
A river basin and the seashores are the sites where this
ancestral worship is carried out. The sea at Keerimalai is also
the spot where the ashes of the departed are finally mingled
with the sacred water and even the rituals are carried out
by family members to their departed. In this regard the river
basin and the sea are important to the Hindus where ever
they live. The rivers symbolize the cyclic time span between
birth and death. All the rivers eventually lead to the sea
or the ocean. The rivers receive their significance due to
this, particularly so in India. In this respect Kasi (Bennaris)
probably enjoy the most widespread acclaim, but it is not
a unique site for Hindds in any absolute sense. There are
numerous other ‘Kasis’ throughout the Hindu land of Iindia
and Sri Lanka.

. The Keerimalai theertham receives importance in this
'regard, whichis treated as a crossing place between the world
for human beings after death, and also as a link between the
divine and the human world and thus the place where the
deities are supposed to appear on earth. it is an interesting
coincidence that it is the day for the Lord of Maviddapuram
Murugan’s theertham and also the day when homage is
offered to the dear departed following the theertham after
a bath in the spiritual spring. This divine and human mix is
experienced by people with a lot of excitement and beliefs.

Now | wish to record my own experiences and exciting
socialization of Hindu rites and ancestral worship. From
my childhood onwards | accompanied my father to this
sacred spot where my memories register a number of
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socio cultural activities in this area. The Naguleswaram
templeand the connected madams {inns) in large numbers
in the neighborhood like the Shirapar madam, Sadai amma
madam were the centers of community gathering, spiritual
exchanges and are some of the scenario by which | was
socialized and which remain cherished in my memory even
to this day. Other than the newly erected Sivaboomi madam,
none of the traditional ones are now existing.

People are longing for the revival of all these cultural
centers and cherish the nostalgia of this rich tradition.
Loosing these experiences in the last 3 decades or so is very

painful and can never be forgiven .In this regard, | wish to

record that | was not able to carry out the last rites of my

father in this traditional spiritual soil and to this day it remains:

painful to me. There must be hundreds dnd thousands of
sons who would have undergone this experience like me.
We have recorded such forms of mourning, nostalgia and
remembrance as well as physical sickness and experiences
of trauma, in our studies of displaced people.

But with the regaining of the spiritual journey to
Keerimalai and the Maha Kumbabishekam of Nagulambikai
sametha Naguleswarar, gave new strength to the people
and we were able to witness the hope and the happiness
expressed in their faces. ‘Naguleswarathan has graced us to
witness this great occasion with a large number of devotees,

I am unable to express my
happiness’-one of the devotes
expressed her emation with
tears. Another devotee drowned
in happiness on seeing the
beauty of the newly renovated
temple Back to its original glory
said that ‘Lord Nagulewaran
has blessed us to return to our
village; although we have no
proper dwelling, but we are
proud that our Nagulesan temple
is beautifully rebuilt’. One of my
own village man from Kadduvan holding my hand with a firm
grip lamented, ‘when are we going back to our village, that
is my only prayer.....,being in keerimalai today gives me the
fleeing that we will retrace our journey soon’.

Peopleareboundedwith placesand have their deeproots
in their ancestral land. Ancestry is viewed as a meaningful,
legitimate, valuable, natural source of personal and collective
identity. Infact as Eva Hoffman (1989) underlined, it is the
soil of significance ‘and that is Keerimalai , the spring of our
spiritual heritage.

(Courtesy Nagulanatham - 2012)
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