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the world was full of stones. There was no soll
and so they faced difficulties in cultivating the
land. Syiem U Laknah, therefore, went to
heaven to ask for soil from God. U Laknah
came back with three baskets of soil and
covered the stones with soil ...’

LLong ago the gods Hemphu and Mukrang
took counsel together for the creation of the
world .... The gods sent Helong Recho, the king
of the earth-worms, who worked up the pieces
of the earth ... The gods said, "We must cause
plants to grow on it ....°

Significance

The above sayings and myths speak of the tribal
people's understanding of the land. For the tribals, the
affirmation that "the Supreme Being created the dand and it
belongs to God" 1s the starting point of theology. The land is
the centre and key tor understanding our worldview. Human
selfhood, the Supreme Being, the Spirit, history and ethics are
defined and perceived only in relation to the land. In short, the
land 1s the basic component of the spirituality of the tribal
people. The whole of reality 1s approached from the perspective
of land. Therefore, for the tribals, the land 1s a profoundly
theological 1ssue.

(a) The Supreme Being and the Land: The tribal myths and
rhetoric speak of the land as belonging to the Supreme Being.
[Like the Hebrews, "the Earth 1s the Lord's and fullness thereof™
(Ps.24:1), the tribal people also affirm that the land belongs to
the Supreme Being. The village, clan and individual own the
land, but within the wider understanding that the land belongs
to the Supreme Being. The Supreme Being alone is the ultimate
owner of the land. Thus, the land equally belongs to all with
equal nghts and freedom to live 1n 1t, and no one can claim it
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exclusively for himself/herself nor can one sell it as though it is
one's exclusive property. A human's ownership is only tempo-
rary. The whole land is the home of the Supreme Being and
humans are only members in it. Hence, the ownership of land
by village, clan and individual has to be understood within the
greater recognition that the land belongs to the Supreme Being.

Symbolically, the land is also understood as the spouse
of the Supreme Being by many tribal communities. For
example, the Aos and the Sangtams of Nagaland call their
Supreme Being, Lijaba. Li means 'earth' and jaba means
real’. It means the Supreme Being is "the real earth’. Some-
times people call him Lizaba. Li means soil' and zaba means
‘enter’, meaning ‘the one who enters or indwells the soil'.
Lijaba 1s believed to enter the soil just as a vital seed gets
buried beneath the soil and germinates as the life of a plant.
Therefore, for the tribals, the land and the whole of creation are
manifestations of the Supreme Being. In other words, the
Supreme Being is an integral part of the land; the land is not
external to God. Without the land the Supreme Being ceases to
work. Thus, in the tribals' view, the land and the Supreme
Being are inseparably related. The Supreme Being indwells not
only in human persons but also in creation.

The affirmation of this interrelatedness of the land and
the Supreme Being should not lead us to assume that the tribal
religion 1s pantheistic. There is no evidence in the tribal myths
that teach the Supreme Being to be everything, and everything
to be the Supreme Being. The Supreme Being is rather
manifested in natural objects and phenomena. He/she is both
outside and beyond creation. Though the Supreme Being is
personally and inseparably involved in creation, it is outside of
him/her and, therefore, the Supreme Being is simultaneously
transcendent and immanent.

A distinctive and unique feature of the tribal religion is
that 1t does not have a written sacred scripture like other
rehigions. The whole religious ethos’is contained in people's
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hearts, minds, oral history, niuals and in the land. The land and
people themsalves are living sacred scripture. Samuel Rayan
considers the land to be a more onginal holy scripture than our
Bible and Vedas.® The land is the withess Lo God's comtumed
action in the world Rayan writes that "the language of the land
18 more universal and concrete, more picturesque and colourful.
The illuserations of land are more iluminating far more telling
mdmumtuuuhmg "* Indeed, for the tribals, the land is the
exegesis of the Supreme Being, The land declares the Supreme

Beng. The tribal religious meaning, thus, cammot be grasped
without the jand.

(b) Dancing and singing with the soil: Unlike other religions
of the world, the tribal religion does pot have any founder(s) or
reformen(s) or guide(s) sor do inbal people dance and smg
adoring a divine historical person(s). The tribals have traditions
of divine births and manifestations, but they are not wor-
shipped. They have pri-ul:z-, officiating efders, diviners and other
famous men and women in the body of beliefs, and mythologies
which are respected and form an integral pan of the religious
miliz, but they are neither worshipped nor adored as divine:
representatives, Instead, the tribals dance and sing with the soil
itself In shart, the tribal retigion s centred on the soil itself.
The religious pructices, mntualy ceremonies, fesuvals, and
dances are all cemired on the soil. Together with che soil, the
mibals worship God. Some of the festivals may be cited here as
examples:

(1) Purification of forest. This festival is observed 10 mark Lhe
beginning of jungle clearing for the new shifting cultivation. It
is a day of dedication for the new tract that is to be cleared and
cultivated. Prayess are addressed to the soil, trees and rivers Lo
be gentle and kind

(i) Purification af the soil: The soil is holy. During the time
of the burning of the rice field, animals, reptiles and birds may
have been inadvertently burnt alive. Such actien pollutes the
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soil. Thus, this ceremony 1 observed Lo putil’_-,r the soil

(iit) Dedicarion of seeds: Tiuz ceremony 8 observed for the
dedication or consecration of seeds. Through this ceremony,

people invoke the Supreme Being and the land to be kind,

fertile und generous us they sow end work on the soil.

{iv) The day of lowd' Every year, many tribes observe three
to six days sabbath (genna) to pay respect to the land. Once the
day is chosen, at ieast for three days and nights, nobody can dig
or break or poke the soil, nor may the mud be collected.
Besudes, no one is allowed to spx or jab a spexr m the holy
ground while obgerving Lthe ceremony. People are forbidden
aven to busk the rice or fetch water and firewood. Spealang
aloud or shouting 18 also not allowed. In that way, the sodl i
meated as the bost with all kindness, concem and the gutmost
care. Any sction that may It the land 15 discournge:]
rigorousty.

(v) Fesrhvaly of thanlosyiving: A thanksgiving festval is ob-
served by many tribes in bonour of the Supreme Being and the
[and. It occurs just before harvest ome when the paddy fields
are almost ready for harvest. People ac the sight of the ripe
paddy fields rejoice and in tum give thanks o both the
Supreme Being and the land for ther ump-e.ahb]- love and

blessings.
Likewise, the tribals observe a numhn' of bnth regular

angd Uregular ceremonies throughout the year, They are
celebrated to imvoke bleasings and to adore the Supreme Being
and the land. In that way the whole pattern of the tribal
religions milieu moves with the soil. All these celebratians
affirm thet the place or space is very centrad to the mbal people.
The partern of our social, ethical, economic Life 15 directly
related o the soil. People cannot think of the Supfeme Being
or the community celebration without relating to the land. This
deep-rootedness in the soil is unique o the tribal worldview.

(¢} The Land, kstory and time are one: The inbal myths do
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not make a sharp distinction between the land, history and time.
Being a soil-centred community, the tribals' concept of history
and time s also closely associated with the soil. For example,
if one asks a tnbal when he/she was bom, the answer may be,
"I was born when my pareats were cultivating that particular
field, during that season, at the time when people were going
from/comung to the field." Likewise, the tribals count time
according to therr activities related to the soil. To make a
tandom comparison, the western idea of history and time is
conceived Iinearly as a coninuum. This creates a powerfisl and
dynamic concephion of the future that is pregnant with
possibilities for change, expenmentation, and a new life. It
leads one to expect a better life in a future beyond death.

The other aspect of time in the technologcal soctety is
that, time is 2 commodity which must be utilized, sold and
bought Humans are slaves of time.

However, that is not the case in the tribal concept of
time. The tribal people expenience time in a circular way. Time
is a commnal affair even though some events, like birth and
death, have an individual character. Further, in the tribal
understanding, the land, the Supreme Being, ancestor, spirits,
trees and animals are related in the concept of history and time,
The whole universe 15 a religious univesse. Rocks and boulders,
trees and nivers are not just empty objects, but religious objects;
the voices and songs of animals speak of a religious language,
the eclipse of the sun or of the moon are not simply a silent
phenomenon of nature, but it speaks to the community that
observes it, often warning of an impending danger and
misfortune. Thus, for the tribals, the whole of history and time
are religious phenomena. It is in that milieu that the tribal
people experience history and time.

In a nutshell, the tribal people expenence history and
time as cyclical and rhythmic rather than linear and progressive.
They move along with the soil cycle; it is centred on the soil. It
is the soil that creates history and bme, and humans move along
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with the rhythm of the soil and surrounding environment.
Therefore, when the soil and surroundmg environment are
destroyed, the tribals do not have time. They are left in a
vacuum. People do not know what to do. In that way, the mbal
concept of history and time 1s inseparably interlinked and
rooted in the soil.

(d) The land is mother: Most of the tribes have myths which
say that they are born out of the earth. Many Nagas tribes, the
Mizos and Garos say that their foreparents emerped from
stones, Some tribes have myths which speak of their fore-
parents emerging from & big hole of the earth or from the bowel
of the earth. All these myths symbolically tell that the land is
mother; we are born out of the earth. The mother gives life,
unity and identity to all living cregtures.

The land is the source of life. Everything springs forth
from the earth. The trees, the rivers, the flowers, frits, grains
and so on, People hve by what the land provides. Thus, the
tribals do not think of the land and afl the things in it as being
inammate objects but regard them as having life and power in
themselves.

The land is the symbol of unity. The land holds not only
the clan, village and tribe as one, but it also unites the Supreme
Being, spirits, ancestors and creation as one family. Without the
land there 15 no oiknemene,

The land 15 not just a source of life and unity, but 1t 13
also a symbol of identity. If the land is fost, the family, clan and
village and the tribe's identity too will be lost. In the tribal
understanding, a person who is not deeply rooted in the land
cannot become a good citizen, He/she is like a stranger without
an identity and a home. Since the tribal people's identity is
closely attached to the land, it is usual for the tribals to identify
thernselves with their village or tribe. A stranger rather than
giving hisher name, gives the name of his'her village or tribe.
Since the community is inseparably related to the land, the
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individual person's identity s subordinate to the community
identity. Thus, the land is an integral pan of the mbal people's
identity.

The land, therefore, is a rymbol that provides an
inseparable relationship among the creatures and the Creator.
Without the iand, 1t 15 iImpossible for people ta co-exusi wath
other living beings and with their Creator. The land is,
Lherefore, the bass of life. People may own the land, but within
Lhe wider recognition Lthat the Land belongs to the Supreme
Bang and is the home of all living beings. The land as mother
must be respected and revered - not worshipped, Anyone who
dares to manipulate the flow of tbe land receives divine
pumshment. This understanding of the Iand provides an ethical
bass of sharing, caring and responsible stewaniship. Hence,
this centrality of the tand for understanding the reality cannot
be ignored if Christian theclogy 1s to make sense and be
meaningful in the tribal contexi. The inbal can make a
significant contnibution in the yearch for a new understanding
of Christian faith by making the land the foundzuonal caregory
for doing theology. The traditional tribal worldview provides
an organic vision that each item of creation s God's, all
crearures as one family, a hohstic understanding of salvation, an
ethics of conseryaiion and 50 On.

Condnding Remarks

Having outlined the traditional understanding of land,
ong may raise aumber of questions: Why are the Nagas and (he
Kukis fghting for the land? Why deo we have so mamy land
cases iy the courts? Why are the tribals sensitive > tha
foreigmer issue? Why are they not welcomung? Why does every
tribal community fght for ity own independence? and 50 forh.
It appears to be a contradiction $o thé rraditional wibal
worldview. By way of canclusion we make two observations:

1. The mbals have almost forgotten our past hentage.
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Historically, the disintegration of the traditional organic tribal
worldview begun with the new political climate of colonialism.
which in its wake brought about a new infra-structure,
including urbanization and its allied processes. In addition, the
Chnistian missionaries introduced a new faith, a new world-
view, along with literature and education which paved the way
for the initiation of the process of modernization in the tribal
society. This process was further intensified through attainment
of India's independence, and later through the creation of
separate tnbal states, particularly in North East India. Mo-
dernity has already come home and many modern people would
not like to abandon it. The tribal community should strive to
become an integral part of the modernized world community.
However, the undergirding philosophy of modernity which is
being upheld today is dangerous not only to the people, but
also to creation as a whole. It has made the tribals not only to
forget our past heritage but also to view our traditional culture
as something primitive and uncivilized. Therefore, in our search
for a new ideology for the post-modern society, we should
strive to make the relatedness of human community in the land
as the basis of modernity

2. No culture 1s static. Unfortunately, for more than a century,
serious attempt has not been made to reinterpret the tribal
heritage. Inter-tribal and intra-tribal, village and clan conflicts
over the issue of land and commercialization of land are new
phenomena in the tribal society. These problems are partly a
product of modernity. On the other hand, these are struggles to
reclaim our rootedness on the land. People are uprooted from
the soil-centred pattern of life leading to an identity crisis and
spiritual impotency. In the past, people lived in their own world -
without much contact with the outside world. Today no
community can remain in isolation. People have to co-exist
with people of different culture, religion, language and race
both in rural and urban places. Thus, it is imperative to
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reinterpret the traditional worldview relevant to today's
context.

The purpose of this explorahion is to show that in the
tnbal worldview, the land is the central concept in under-
standing all realities, The ethics, religion, culture and other
social patterns of the tribals cennot be perceived without taking
imo account this aspect, that is, the Jand, This centralrty of land
cannot be ignored if we want 10 make our moder tribal society
meaningful and sustainable.
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