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MAHA SIVARATHIR! - THE HOLY NIGHT OF GOD SIVA

M. K. SELLARAJAH - /P U.M
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The "Maha Sivarathri” (the holy night of the

great God Siva or Iswara) is an important annual lunar
festival of the Saivite Hidus which coincides with the
newmoon in February. This particular darkest night of
the month is dedicated to God Siva whose divine
blessings are supposed to extol on those devotees who
make offerings and benefaction to the god during the
night in the form of "Pooja” anticipating material gain
in this world and celestial bliss in the life to come. "Lord
Siva" is the third godhead of the Hindu Triad
(Thirumoorthi) the other two as the Creator, the Preserver
and the Destroyer of the universe and the cosmic forces.
However, as Mahadeva, God Siva is acclaimed by the
Saivites as an incarnation of Maha Brahama the reputed
Creator.

PARABLE

The parable of the Maha Sivarathiri is woven
into the fabric of Hindu mythology. It says that one day
a hunter, promissing to bring his wife a good catch of
flesh, went into the wilderness to hunt expecting a good
return. As the response was poor, he kept on hunting the
whole day wishing to return home before dusk with
whatever flesh had managed to collect. Unknowingly,
the time passed and as veil of darkness began to cover
the wilderness, he made his homeward journey with the
little flesh he had with him.

As he could not get out of the wilderness in time,
and apprehensive of the danger from wildbeasts, he
thought to spend the night in the jungle and go home the
following morning. So he climbed a nearby proliferous
tree, kept the flesh on one of the branches, and he himself
sat on another branch, wishing to spend the night on the
tree. As hours passed, he felt sleepy but he did not sleep
the fearing he might fall down. However he began to
doze and in that dull stupefied state of drowsiness he
began to make himself more comfortable by making
stationary movements.

As the hunter did so, the branch to shake a few
leaves fell to ground. The tree happened to be a "beli" or

(PRESIDENT - THIRUKONESWARAM TEMPLE - TRINCOMALE)

wood apple (Aogle Marmelos) tree, a favourite of the
god. The leaves had accidentally fallen upon a sacred
"LINGAM" of the god that had been placed there by some
devout hunters, with a view to propitiating the god in
times of calamity or danger. The hunter at top of the

tree, was completely unaware that such a thing was
happening.

God Siva, having come to know that someone
was performing a pooja in the name of the god, surveyed
the terrestrial sphere with his divine eve and saw the
man seated on the branch of the wood-apple tree.
Wishing to do him good, the god made a divine decree
that the man, after his death should be brought to "Kailas"
( The celestial abode of the god.)

After a few years, the hunter died, having
accumulated the mortal sin of taking life and was, at
once, born in hell to be punished for his sins. The hunter
was produced before the Yamaraja (lord of the
underworld) and was sentenced to undergo the bloody
ordeal in the "Raurava" hell. In the meantime, God Siva
saw unfortunate plight of the hunter and forthwith
commanded that the man be released from hell and sent
to "Kailas".

LINGAM

This similitude explains the importance of
"MAHA SIVARATHIRI" and how a pooja conducted in
the name of God Siva, on the particular night, is capable
of washing away sins already committed during the
course of earthly existence. All Saivite Hindus believe
in the divine attributes of God Siva culminating in
"Lingam" worship: "Lingam" is the "Shakthi" (power)
of the god whose manifold manifestations are highly
acclaimed by the votary.

God Siva is known by many other names
as well. Viz, Rudra, Maheswara, Shankara,
Mahakala, Nataraja, Trilochana, Neelakanda,
Pasupathi, Ugradeva, Vishvanatha, Neelagriva,
Mahendra, Jagadrom, Kalanjara, Gangadhara,
Mahayogi, etc.
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The workship of the "Siva Lingam" by Saivite
Hindus is done with great faith and devotion. The three
principal "Kovils" (Hindu temples or devales) dedicated
to the god in Sri Lanka are the Munneswaram kovil in
Chilaw, the Koneswaram Kovil in Trincomalee and the
Thiruketheswaram kovil in the North, Mannar. The Siva
Devale No. 2 (Vanvan Madhavi Iswaran Kovil) in
Polonnaruwa stands testimony to the prevalence of
Hinduism during the Polonnaruwa period (1088 - 1231).

The worship of the phallus used in fertility rituals
was in vogue among the ancient Greeks, the people of
the Asia Minor, among the Saivite Hindus, and many
others. in various parts of the world, believed in its
procrative potential. Specially young couples who have
failed to bring forth children by them seek the help of
this very divine power to fulfill their expectations.

The divine vehicle of the God Siva is a white
bull and accoriding to the Vogue Purana it is an off spring
born of Rishi Kasyapa to woman Surabhi. Accordingly
all cattle is held with reverence by the Hindus and cutting
beef is taboo to them.

There is a belief that during the "Iswara
Vinsathiya" (the 20 year period attributed to God Siva)
beef cutting brings the wrath of the god resulting in untold
misery to the consumers and the salughters at large. The
sacred bull is known as "Nandhi".

The votaries of God Siva have a profound faith
in the divinity and consider that the festival of the "Maha
Sivarathiri" should be conducted to appease the god in
such manner so that they could invoke the blessings of
god to achieve their mundane Objectives.
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