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A million pilgrims to follow Matsu through Taiwan
An eight-day pilgrimage to celebrate Matsu’s birthday began late Saturday night in Taichung County’s Dajia, with exploding firecrackers sending off Taiwan’s most worshipped goddess on a 280-kilometer journey that will take her to sister Matsu temples throughout central Taiwan.
It is estimated that more than a million followers will join the pilgrimage along the way, as it travels through Cingshuei, Shalu, Jhanghua, Yuanlin and Siluo.
As usual, many political figures attended the ceremony, including Legislative Yuan Speaker Wang Jin-pyng of the Kuomintang, deputy speaker David Chung of the People First Party, the chairman of the Democratic Progressive Party, Su Tseng-chang, and others who will run in the year-end elections for Taichung County magistrate.
The woman who became known as Matsu was born Lin Mu-niang in 960 A.D. in Fujian, during the Song Dynasty. She was able to forecast the weather for fishermen at sea and eventually became somebody the village’s people went to when in need of guidance.
From her childhood, Lin showed herself to be intelligent, brave, and kind, and earned great respect before dying at the age of 28.
Thereafter, legends say that she ascended to heaven and became an immortal who would take care of fishermen and sailors and guide their way in rough seas, earning her the title “Goddess of the Sea.”
Although this is a uniquely Taiwanese religious activity, seven years ago it was upgraded to an international tourism festival, with related activities held before and after the procession, beginning in mid-March and running until April 30.
These include performances by local and foreign performing arts groups, Chinese martial arts demonstrations, lion dances, an exhibition of local cultural industries and seminars on various aspects of the Matsu religion.
Early yesterday morning, tens of thousands of worshippers lining the streets in Dajia cheered as men in red shirts carried the wooden palanquin of the sea goddess Matsu out from the Jhenlan Temple for an eight-day tour of six sister temples around the island.
At every key point on Matsu’s 280-kilometer pre-birthday outing, worshippers offered incense.
