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DANCING WITH THE LAND:
SIGNIFICANCE OF LAND
FOR DOING TRIBAL THEOLOGY

A. Wati Longchar
mulkoﬁhlplperuwmneﬂumbdpeoples

ding of land and i for doing
theology in the tribal context. Luuluymeq;londamhls

understanding of land by citing a few sayings and two myths of
creation.

Sayings
“The land is the Supreme Being's land"
"One cannot become rich by selling land"
"Do’not be greedy for the land, if you want to
live long"
"Land is life"
"The one who does not have land always cheats
others or cannot become a good citizen"
“The land cries in the hands of greedy people”
"The land never lies, do not lie to the land"
"Anyone who takes another’s land by giving
false witness will not live long"
"The land is like a bird, it flies away soon in the
hands of greedy people”
"You can sell other things, but not land”
"You are a stranger without land".

Myths
God sent seven families to earth to restore
order.... But the seven families soon found that
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the world was full of stones. There was no soil
and so they faced difficulties in cultivating the
land. Syiem U Lakriah, therefore, went to
heaven to ask for soil from God. U Lakriah
came back with three baskets of soil and
covered the stones with soil

Long 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
ofthe earth..... The gods said, "We must cause
plants to grow oniit ..

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" is the starting point of theology. The land is
the centre and key for 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 |s the basic component of the spirituality of the tribal

o h..d ‘Therefore, for the tribals, the land is a profoundly
theological issue.

(2) The Supreme Being and the Land: The tribal myths and
rhetoric speak of the land as belonging to the Supreme Being.
Li “the Earth

(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
e i : s

owner of the land. Thus, the land equally belongs to all with
equal rights and freedom to live in it, and no one can claim it



Doing theology with Tribal Resources 119

exclusively for mm-mmdrm can one sell it as lhmlgh itis

rary. mwbolehnd:sﬂlchom of the Supreme Bnng and
‘humans are only members in it. Hence, the ownership of land
by villag, lan and individualhas to be understood within the

greater

the land i
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 is believed to enter the soil just as a vital seed gets
buried beneath the soil and germinates as the lfe of  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

work. Thus, in the tribals' view, the land and the Supreme

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 is 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 dis ique feature of
that it does not have a written sacred scripture like other
religions. The whole religious ethosis contained in people’s
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Historicall, the disintegration of the traditional organic tribal
‘worldview begun with the new politcal climate of colonialism,
which in its wake brought about a new. infra-structure,
includi ingurbnization and s alled proceses Inadeiion, the
i ionaries introduced a new faith, a new world-
Vs sl ik B ety i paved the way
for the initiation of the process of modernization in the tribal
soc
of India's independence, and later through the creation of
separate tribal states, particularly in North East India. Mo-
demity 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 is 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 e leading to an identity criss and
Inthe 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









