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The nine-day Matsu pilgrimage from 
Gongtian Temple (拱天宮) in Miaoli 
County’s Baishatun (白沙屯) saw more 

than 55,000 followers walking in the summer 
heat as the pandemic raged. While pilgrims 
followed government regulations and wore 
masks to guard against the virus, Matsu, oneone 
of Taiwan’s most popular deities and thethe 
patron saint of fishermen, provided her own 
kind of protection.

“It would be against Matsu’s benevolent 
nature if the temple management insisted on 
having the pilgrimage without considering 
the public concern of the pandemic,” said 
Hung Jian-hua (洪建華), of Gongtian Temple.

Some rituals practiced during the 
pilgrimage, such as pilgrims crawling 
under Matsu’s palanquin and worshipers 
exchanging flowers with Matsu, were 
discouraged this year. Participants were not 
allowed to enter the Gongtian Temple in the 
small hours of July 5, the day when Matsu’s 
palanquin departed from Baishatun, in order 
to maintain social distancing.

The temple urged participants to wear 
masks, sanitize their hands and maintain 
social distancing. But this was more like 
background music than a serious instruction. 

Those who wore masks did so more as 
an ornament: it did not completely cover 
the nose and mouth. When pilgrims rushed 
into the temple to get closer to Matsu, social 
distancing was thrown out of the window.

The Baishatun pilgrimage, held for more 
than 200 years, is one of the largest annual 
religious processions in Taiwan. Every year 
people flood into this small fishing town 
to join the 200km pilgrimage, which took 
pilgrims to Chaotian Temple (朝天宮) in 
Beigang (北港), Yunlin County, and back.

Due to the pandemic, the temple pushed 
the pilgrimage back four months. It ended on 
Monday.

MATSU’S HOSPITALITY

Hospitable crowds were waiting on the 
pilgrimage route, giving out free food, bever-
ages, pain relief patches and talismans — all, 
of course, gifts from Matsu. 

A woman surnamed Tseng (曾), 38, who 
has been providing food and drinks for the 
pilgrimage with her father since she was 18, 
prepared more than 100 boxes of croissants 
for this year’s pilgrimage. People helping her 
distribute the bread were required to wear 
masks, sanitize their hands and have their 
temperatures measured.

“We make sure our procedure is in line 
with government policy,” Tseng said.

Apart from the pandemic, the summer heat 
was also a big concern, Hung said. In order to 
avoid the summer heat, the pilgrimage paused 
at 10:30am letting the pilgrims rest then 
started walking again at 5pm.

For believers, Matsu eased their anxiety 
by protecting them from the virus. 

And she had some help. In April, the 
temple held a chuwen (除瘟, “purifying”) 
ceremony to combat the pandemic. It was 
the first time in 200 years that the temple had 
conducted the ceremony.

“Matsu brings us together. She is the chief 
director and we are her assistants. We are a 
team with the same goal,” Hung says, calling 
the effort “team Matsu.”

Chang Ming-lei (張銘烈), chairman of 
Wonderful Hi-Tech Corporation (萬泰科技集團) 
and a follower of this year’s pilgrimage, also 
joined “team Matsu.”

Chang said he distributed 300,000 masks 

to participants throughout the pilgrimage. The 
masks were products of Wonderful Hi-Tech 
Corporation, a company making electronic 
wire and cable in Taiwan that expanded its 
business this year to producing masks.

“I want people to join the event without 
worrying about the pandemic,” Chang said 
He added that the mask idea “is just a small 
contribution we can make for Matsu.”

BIG TURNOUT

Even with the pandemic, Hung says 55,000 
worshipers registered for the pilgrimage this 
year — 5,000 more than last year.

“More and more people are getting 
interested in the history of Taiwan and its folk 

religion. Also, some people sign up for their 
family so that their names would be written 
on a mention to Matsu and read out by the 
Chaotian Temple priests when the pilgrimage 
arrives at Beigang. They might not take part in 
the physical event, but they are with us, too.”

Chen Ting-li (陳廷莉), 21, gave another 
reason why this year’s procession is able to 
attract more people.

“I am able to join the pilgrimage because 
this year it takes place during summer 
vacation. Otherwise, I won’t be able to come 
all the way here from Hualien,” Chen said.

Vivian Chang (張如欣), 26, thinks that 
people have been cooped up for too long. 

“Since the government is now allowing 
temples to have large-scale religious events, 
people are taking this opportunity to go 
outdoors,” Chang said, adding that she 
believes that the government has done well 
in containing the spread of the virus. 

And maybe, somewhere, Matsu is smiling 
to herself on a job well done, too.

People on the 2020 Baishatun Matsu pilgrimage participate 
in a ceremony outside Chaotian Temple in Yunlin County’s 
Beigang Township on July 8.
� Photo:�Paul�CooPer,�taiPei�times

LefT: A man hands out free surgical masks to pilgrims 
waiting for the official start of the 2020 Baishatun 
Matsu pilgrimage on July 4 in Miaoli County’s 
Baishatun.

BeLow: A man showers pilgrims with water to cool 
them down using a makeshift sprinkler along the road 
leading to the Gongtian Temple on the last day of the 
2020 Baishatun Matsu pilgrimage on Monday.
� Photos: Paul CooPer, taiPei times

A woman and girl wearing protective eye shields hand 
out freebies outside the Gongtian Temple in Miaoli 
County’s Baishatun to pilgrims waiting for the official 
start of the 2020 Baishatun Matsu pilgrimage on the 
night of July 4. Photo:�Paul�CooPer,�taiPei�times
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Wearing 
a mask for 

Matsu 
The 55,000 pilgrims attending this year’s Baishatun 

Matsu pilgrimage expressed little fear, a tribute to the 
government’s handling of COVID-19, and the belief that 

the goddess protects the faithful


