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The great night of Lord Siva is celebrated on
the fourteenth day of the waning moon of the
month of Maasi (February- March). Skandhapuranam
describes about four Sivarathris. The first one is
nityaSivaratri (daily Sivaratri — every night). The
second one is the MasaSivaratri which is observed
on the Krishna paxashaturdasi (fourteenth moon day
on the moons diminishing phase). The third one is
the Magaprathamadisivaratri which is observed for
the thirteen days starting from prathamatiti in the
month Maga (Masi) and on the chaturdasi night the
Lord is worshiped throughout the night. The fourth
one is observed on the Masi (Maga) month Krishna
paxachaturdasi. Thisis the one observedin a widespread
manner. It is also called MahaSivaratri.

Off all the festivals that are dedicated and deemed
to be holy to the Almighty, the MahaSivaratri festival
is the most auspicious. Sivaratri festival dedicates the
entire twenty-four hours of the day and night for the
worship of Lord Siva. In the evening devotees generally
go to a nearby temple and observe religious rituals.
They remain awake without sleeping throughout that
night. The devotees worship Siva the whole night, by
chanting “AUM NamaSivaya” or singing hymns in praise
of Lord Siva, such as Rudram, Chamakam, and the
Shiva MahimnaStotra of Pushpadanta or Ravana’s Siva
TandavaSthotra are sung with great fervor and devotion.
In many temples singing in eulogy of Lord Siva and
listening to religious discourses interpreting the legends
associated with the festival is very common on that day.

According to belief Lord Siva consumed the deity
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poison which emanated when the
ocean of milk was churned by the
Devas and Asuras, and this saved
the universe. The worship that
was offered to Siva on that night
is being continued annually. The
observance of MahaSivaratri
begins with the fasting during the
day, and worshipping, Almighty
during the great night. MahaSivaratri
rituals that takes place in a Siva temple

includes pujas, abishekams (Holy bath), archanas
(offering flowers by chanting religious hymns), encircling
lighted lamps (deepaalankaras) etc. In the rituals, leaves
of a forest tree Bilva (Aeglemarmelos) are traditionally
used in the services.

IS y: B. S. Sarma
Retlred Principal of Hinda Coilege Colombo (Bambalapitiya)

Significance of Sivratri

. KannappaNayanar sacrificed his eyes and donated
to them Lord Siva. This incident occurred on
Shivarathri day. Arjuna procured

. Pasupabathaasthram on this holy day.

. Markandeya was rescued by Lord Shiva on this
holy day.

. Parvathi was given half — portion of Lord of the
Lords on this holy day.

. Beema’s arrogance, ego was destroyed and he

attained knowledge on this holy day.

During the ‘abishekam the deity is anointed
with materials like cow’s milk, curd, ghee during
the first ‘yama’ (first three hours of that night), with
‘panchamirtha” (the five varities of fruits) during the
second ‘yvama’ (second three hours of that night), with
hony during the third ‘yama’ (third three hours of that
night) and perfumed religious water during the fourth
‘yama’ (last three hours of that night). Milk, honey, fruits,
curd and ghee are symbolic of the five internal faculties
which sustain the jiva namely mind (manas), intellect
(buddhi), subconscious mind (chiththa), ego (ahankara)
and emotion (hridhaya). The materials used for holy bath
(abisheka) namely, milk, curd, ghee, honey, fruits sandle
paste and kumkumam produce a high negative ion
concentration on the idol (murthy) after the abishekams
(Holy bath). The energy created by the vibrations with
the high concentrated negative ion are absorbed through
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nerve ending of the neuro
sense organs inhaled by the
devotees present during the
puja ceremony in the sanctum
sanctorum.

The Lingotbhava puja and
5 abhisheka (holy bath) rituals
¥—" which take place during midnight

yama, are the most important
aspect of the Sivaratri festival. The Lingotbhavamurthy
(form of idol) is seen in the niche in the external side of
the western direction of the sanctum sanctorium of Siva
temples. This form of Lord Siva is seen to be depicted
as emerging out of the Siva linga with the apex and
the bottom of the form seen missing. That is the top
portion of the head and the bottom portion of the legs
is curved off, from the ‘chandrasekaramurtham’. Lord
Brahma is seen seated on swan in flight at the top and
Lord Vishnu seated on a boar burrowing at the bottom
of the Lingothbhavamurthy of Lord Siva. The doctrine
of the Holy Trinity in the Lingotbhvamurthyshows the
combination of Brahma, Vishnu, and Siva which deflects
the conception of the creator, preserver and destroyer
all are one and the same.

When we expect God to shower upon us the boon
of supreme bliss, He naturally expects us to become
worthy recipients of the boon. He expects us to be
prepared, to sacrifice what is most dear to us. One of
the dearest requirements for man is ‘sleep’, which is very
essential for life. On the Sivaratri day if we are ready with
a determined mind to sacrifice that dear object of ours,
which is sleep that we enjoy with great pleasure, then we
can call ourselves to be fit to receive boons from god. The
main idea is to prepare us to sacrifice things most dear
to us. In order to prove ourselves to be good receivers,
we are awake throughout the night and the following
day. We must not fall asleep on the following day.

Mythology' of Maha Sivaratri

Once when everything in all the worlds got
condensed into Lord Siva, in that darkness of nothing
present, the mother Parvati worshipped Lord Siva in the
Agamic way with great dedication. Lord Siva delighted
by the prayer blessed Her. She asked for the do well to
of all the creatures that in future whoever worships the
Lord on the Sivaratri day with devotion; they should be
blessed and should be given the ultimate liberation. The
Pashupati granted that showing way for all of us to get
blessed easily.

When Brahma and Vishnu fought between
themselves as “who is the superme”, Lord Siva appeared
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before them as a pillar of fire. They were not able to find
the origin and end of that pillar. This day is now being
celebrated as Thirukkaarthikai festival. Then Brahma and
Vishnu repented for their mistake and prayed to Lord Siva
for forgiving their sin worshiping the Siva lingam which is
the form of the flame. In the night of Sivarathri day Lord
Siva appeared before them and blessed them. Devotees
pray to the God throughout the night of Sivarathri
by performing Abisheka, chanting and other holy
deeds. Every month in ‘ Krishna Pakshachathurdhasi’
(fourteenth moonday) is called MasaSivarathri. The one
that comes in the month of “Masi” (mid February to mid
March) is called MahaSivarathri. This is considered as
the most important vrata by the devotees.

The Linga form in which Lord Siva revealed
Himself on MahaSivarathri is the Sivalinga which is
considered the symbol of the formless all pervading
Divine spirit which is discernible in all operations of
the phenomenal universe. Linga is the sign of rhythmic
creation, maintenance and destruction of the universe
which expresses itself in different forms and periodically
returns to its primal performal unity before being reborn.

There is story regarding keeping awake during
the night of the Sivaratri. In the Shanti Parva of the
Mahabharata, Bheeshma, whilst lying on the bed
of arrows and discoursing on Dharma, refers to the
observance of MahaSivaratri by king Chitrabhanu. In
the past King Chitrabhanuof the Ikshvaku Empire, who
ruled over the whole of Jambudvipa, was observing a
fast with,his wife, on a MahaSivaratri day. The learned
sage Ashtavakra came on a stopover to the court of
the king. The sage inquired from the king Chitrabhanu
why he was fasting on that day, for which the king told
the sage that he had the gift of power of remembering
the incidents of his earlier birth (peculiar power of
recollecting Poorvalanma). The king explained to the
sage, that in his previous birth he was a hunter in Kasi(
Varanasi). His name was Suswara. And his livelihood
was to kill and sell birds and animals. The story goes
as follows;

Once at Kasithe hunter went to the forest early in
the morning to hunt. On that day he was roaming along
the forest in search of animals. He had shot a deer in
the evening on that day, but he had no time to take it
home. He was overtaken by the darkness of night and
he was unable to return home. The night at the thick
forest was resounding with the roaring sounds of lions
and other quadrupeds. He climbed on to a tree for safety.
It happened that the tree he climbed was a bael tree,
(Bilwa tree - Aeglemarmelos). He bundled up the animal
that he had killed and tied it to a branch of the tree. As
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he was tormented by hunger and thirst, he kept awake
throughout the nightdue to fear of deadly wild animals.
He shed profuse tears when he thought of his poor wife
and children who were starving and anxiously waiting
for his return. He engaged himself in plucking the bael
(Aeglemarmelos) leaves and dropping them down onto
the ground to pass away the time that night. When the
day dawned he got down from the tree and saw a black
solid colmnof granite stone like structure under the tree
adthen he returned home and sold the deer. He bought
some food for himself and his family. He was about to
break his fast when a stranger came to him, begging
for food. He welcomed the stranger with his pleasant
melodious voice that he naturally had, and served the
food to the stranger first, and then later took his food.

At the time of death, he saw two messengers of
Lord Siva. They were sent down to conduct his soul to
the abode of Lord Siva. He learnt for the first time, of
the great merit that he had earned by the unconscious
worship of Lord Siva during the night of Sivaratri. They
told him there was a Sivalingam at the bottom of the
tree. The leaves that he dropped fell on the Lingam. His
tears which he had shed out of pure sorrow for his family
fell onto that Sivialingam and washed it, and he had
fasted all day and all night. Thus he had unconsciously
worshiped the Lord.

He lived in the abode of the Lord and enjoyed divine
bliss for long ages. He is now reborn as Chitrabhanu.
Fortunately for him it was a MahaSivaratri night, the tree
he climbed on was a Bilwa tree, there was an ancient
Sivalingam just below him, since he did not get any prey
he was without any meals or water from the morning, He
shed profuse tears, thinking of his poor wife and children
who were starving and anxiously awaiting for his return,
the drop of which had fallen on to the Sivalingam, as
religious bath (Abhishekam). To keep himself awake he
started plucking one leaf at a time and putting it down
which, without his knowledge, fell on the Sivalinga just
below him. The hunter, though unwittingly, fulfilled all
the requirements of MahaSivarartriVirathamand was
blessed with the Almighty.

Spiritual Significance of the Ritual

It is an allegory. The wild animals that the hunter
fought with are envy, anger, greed, emotion, infatuation,
passion, jealousy and hatred. The jungle is the fourfold
mind, consisting of the subconscious mind, the intellect,
the ego and the conscious mind. It is in the mind that
these ‘wild animals’ roam about freely. They must be
conquered or killed. The hunter was pursuing them. A
real Yogi conquers these evil tendencies. So the hunter
would have been a yogi. The name of the hunter was
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Suswara. The word ‘Suswara’, gives the meaning of
melodious. The hunter had a pleasant melodious voice.

If a person practices Yama and Niyama and is ever
conquering his evil tendencies, that person will develop
definite external marks which show the features of a
Yogi. The first marks are lightness of the body, health,
steadiness, clearness of countenance and a pleasant
voice.

This stage has been spoken on in detail in the
Swetaswatara Upanishad. The hunter or the yogi had
for many years practiced yoga and had reached the
first stage. So he was named Suswara. His birthplace
was Varanasi. The yogis mention the Ajna Chakra by
the name Varanasi, This is the point midway between
the eyebrows. It is regarded as the meeting place of the
three nerve currents (Nadis), namely the Ida, Pingala
and the Sushumna. A confident aspirant is instructed
to concentrate on that particular point. That helps him
to conquer his desires and evil qualities like envy, anger,
greed, emotion, infatuation, passion, jealousy, hatred
and so on. It is there that he gets a vision of the divine
light within,

His getting on to the bael( Aeglemarmelos ) tree is
extremely noteworthy. The bael tree has three leaves
on one stalk. The tree represents the spinal column.
The leaves are threefold. The leaf symbolize the Ida,
Pingala and SushumnaNadis, which are the regions for
the activity of the moon, the sun and fire respectively,
These may be considered as the three eyes of Siva.

The climbing on to the bael tree is meant to
represent the ascension of the Kundalini Shakti, the
serpentine power, from the lowest nerve center called
the MuJadhara to the Ajna Chakra. That is the work of
the Yogi. -

The yogi was in the waking state when he began his
meditation. He bundled up the animal that he had killed
and tying them on a branch of the tree. he rested on the
branch of that tree. That means he had fully conquered
his thoughts and rendered them inactive. He had gone
through the steps of Yama, Niyama, Pratyahara, etc.

He was practicing concentration and meditation
while being on the tree. When he felt sleepy, it means
that he was about to lose consciousness and go into deep
sleep. So he would have been strong-minded himself
to keep fully awake.

His wife and children were none other than the
world. One who seeks the Grace of God must become
an embodiment of love. He must have an all-embracing
compassion . His shedding of tears is symbolical of his
universal love. In Yoga, one cannot have illumination
without Divine Grace. Without practicing universal love,
one cannot win that Grace. One must distinguish one’s
own Self everywhere. The preliminary stage is to identify
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one’s own mind with the minds of all created beings.
That is fellow-feeling or sympathy. Then one must rise
above the limitations of the mind and merge it in the
Self. That happens only in the stage of Samadhi, and
never before that stage or earlier.

The activity of plucking and dropping the bael leaves
was only to show that he had no extraneous thoughts.
He was not even conscious of what he was doing. All his
activity was confined to the three Ida, Pingala and the
SushumnaNadis. The leaves of bael (Aeglemarmelos)
tree represent the three Nadis. He was in fact in the
second state, namely, the dream state, before he passed
into the deep sleep state.

Keeping vigil the whole night means that he passed
through the deep sleep state successfully. The dawning
of day symbolizes the entrance into the Fourth state
called “Turiya’ (super consciousness).

His coming down and seeing the Lingam means that
in the Turiya state he saw the Siva Lingam or the mark

of Siva in the form of the inner lights. In other words,
he had the vision of the Lord. That was an indication to
him that he would realize the supreme, eternal abode
of Lord Siva in course of time.

The sight of the lights is only one step, albeit a
difficult one. He goes home and feeds a stranger. A
stranger is a person who has shown his sight before.
The stranger is the hunter himself, transformed into a
new personality.

The food was the likes and dislikes which he had
killed the previous night. But he did not consume the
whole of it. A little still remained. That was why he had
to be reborn as king Chitrabhanu. Going to the world
of Siva (Salokya) is not enough to prevent this. There
are other stages besides Salokya. These are Samipya,
Sarupya and finally Sayujya.
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