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ABSTRACT

John Hamlet HlyChho (Ph.D. Registration No. 14/2004)

“The Impact of Christianity on the Social, Cultural, Political
and Religious Life of the Mara Tribe in Mizoram.” Ph.D. in History &
Mission, Dissertation; Acts Academy of Higher Education,

Bangalore, 2007; 436 p.
This dissertation is a historical investigation of the impact of

; Christianity on the Social, Cultural, Political and Religious Life of the

Mara Tribe in Mizoram. A total of seven chapters, including the
introductory and concluding chapters comprise the dissertation.

The first Chapter is an introductory section of the
Dissertation. It begins with the statement of the problem, elaboration
of the problem, the research objectives and questions, significance of
the study, purpose of the study, the review of literature, as well as
scope and limitation of the research, and methods of research that
employed in the writing.

The problem addressed in this dissertation shows lack of
intensive research that reflects the changes and transformations that
took place among the Mara tribes brought in by Christianity through
the study of the history of the Mara Churches for the last 100 years.
Hence, this dissertation proved that Christianity has brought
tremendous changes on the social, cultural, political and religious
life of the Mara tribe, and identified the dynamic factors of movement
since the 1907 among the Maras.

The main part of the Dissertation begins with the second
Chapter, which deals with the background of the land and the people.
The geographical location of the Mara people, their origin, their
traditional religious beliefs, cultural life and practices are described.
The political, economic system and the literacy status of the people

are also dealt with.
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The dissertation also explains the historical, cultural, socio-
economic, political and religious background of the Maras in Mizoram.
~ Inthe historical background, the researcher highlights the origin and
settiement of Maras and their population throughout Mizoram.

In the cuitural background, the researcher highlights the
distinguishing features, categories, structure, language, family names,
food habits, dress and ornaments of the Mara communities in
Mizoram. In the religious background, their religious identities are
highlighted. How they differ from other tribal communities in Mizoram
in terms of religious beliefs and practices are also highlighted. Their
understanding of creator God, how they differ from other tribals in
Mizoram are also highlighted.

The third Chapter deals with the coming of Christianity to
Maraland, and the Introduction of Christianity to the Mara tribes of
Mizoram by the missionaries. The first section dealt with the British
annexation of the territories of Maraland and the negotiations and
agreement with the Abeis (village Chiefs).

It also dealt with the Lakher Pioneer Mission in London and
the coming of missionaries and their arrival on the Mara soil. The
research reveals that most of the Mara Christians have come fo know
about Jesus Christ through personal evangelism, household
evangelism, camp and crusades.

The fourth Chapter deals with the conversion movement of
the Maras of Mizoram, how the Gospel was presented to them and
the factors responsible for their conversion to Christianity, the
missionaries’ confrontations with traditional religious beliefs, social
system, cultural practices etc.

The fifth Chapter deals with the Maras’ response to the
Gospel, their conversion and establishment of Church, and how a
headhunting Mara tribe became a soul hunting-missionary tribe.

The sixth Chapter deals with the impact of Christianity on
the Mara tribes in Mizoram, how Christianity changed and transformed
their belief systems, socio-cultural and political life. This chapter
also examines the impact of the Mara's socio-cultural, religious, and
political life on Christianity.

The Maras: Head-hunters to Soul-hunters 11
] i h findings,
The final Chapter concludes the study with researc ;
evaluation of data, recommendations for further Church growth and
conclusion of the entire Dissertation.

This concluding Chapter focuses its attention of the findings

ing i ting churches, planning
of the research and survey, applying in p}an
strategies for ministry and using appropriate methods based on the

theories of the strategies.
Words 599.

Mentor:
Dr. Mangkhosat Kipgen, Ph.D.

External Reader:
Dr. O.L. Snaitang, Ph.D.

Academic Dean:
Dr. Abraham Christdhas, Ph.D.

Principal:
Dr. Ken Gnanakan, Ph.D.



12

Abeij
Abei pho
Ancestors

Animism

Athihpa Khih
Chyna or Hnokaw
Clan

Dao
Hropaki

Hriena suh
Khazohpa
Khizaw hla
Machhie pho
Meitipoh
Pho-sah
Sawvawh Khih
Sei

Varah or Peirah

GLOSSARY

. A Mara Chief.
: Royal or ruling cians.
. Spirits beings, ghost, who are scme ways

supposed to be related to the living family,
and so concerned about their well-being.

. Primitive people’s religion based on a

belief in a spirit world.

. Abode of the spirit of natural deaths.
. Local product of shawl! or cloth of Mara.
. Itis unilateral kinship group, which is

usually exogamous in nature, and the
members in the group claim a common
descent from a remote ancestor or
ancestries.

: Akind of sword used for cutting down

small trees, bamboos etc.

. Fulfilled life, those who fulfilled all the

requirements for attaining Peirah.

. Place of punishment.

. Mara traditional name of the Creator God.
. Traditional religious songs or love songs.
. Plebeian or lower clans.

. Lake of fire.

. Patrician or high clans.

. Abode of the spirit of misadventures.

. Slave.

. Heaven of joy, pleasantest abode nearest

to Khazohpa, God.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

141. THEMARAS

The Mara people of Mizoram came to their present place of
living, which is South Mizoram sometime in the 15" century A.D. from
the present Myanmar. The Maras are those ethnic or linguistic or cul-
tural groupings of people who had commonly inherited the history, the
tradition and culture of Mara as their legacies, irrespective of the names

they adopted and the culture to which they adapted and belong to the

mongoloid stock of the Tibeto-Burraan family, and are believed to have
migrated from their original homeland somewhere in Malaysia to south-
ern China, and to Tibet, crossing the hills of northern Myanmar to their
present habitat around the fifteenth century.

Based on their socio—linguistic, rich cultural heritage, eco-
nomic and political independence they were classified as a distinctive

people and different from the neighboring tribes (T.H. Lewin, Wild Races of
South-Eastern India, London: W & H Allen Company, 1870, pp.190, 281; N.E. Perry,
The Lakhers, Calcutta: Firma KLM Pvt Ltd, 1932, pp.11-13; S. Bartaki, Tribes of
Assam, New Delhi: National Book Trust, 1969, pp.82-83; R.A. Lorrain, Five Years in

Unknown Jungle, London: Lakher Pioneer Mission, 1912, p.64). They were a
non-literate and simple living people.

Like their brothers of Mizoram, they practiced primal religion
(Primitive people’s religion based on a belief in a spirit world is known
as Animism) and believed in the existence of spirits in nature such as
rocks, trees, mountains, rivers and so on. They attributed their ill-
ness, misfortunes and death etc. to the anger of the spirits. Hence,
majority of their religious activities were devoted to the offering of sac-
rifices to the spirits in order to appease their anger. In other words,
they were enslaved by the fear of spirits.

They were not tbuched by any other organized religion before
Christianity came to them. They lived in isolation for centuries and
never came into contact with the outside world. The missionary couple
Rev. Reginald Arthur Lorrain and his wife Mrs. Maud Louise Ulander
Lorrain brought the Gospel of Jesus Christ to them in September 26,
1907. Even though the Gospel came to them rather very late in com-
parison with other neighboring tribes, several ideas were not entirely
new to them.
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Many concepts like Almighty, Spirit, Heaven and Life after
death etc. were already there in their traditional belief system. De-
spite the fact that the tribes put up opposition to Christianity initially,
they gradually opened up to the new faith. By the end of the 1950s,
the whole Mara tribe was practically converted to Christianity. First
the young people turned to Christianity and the elderly people gradu-
ally followed them. Christianity brought tremendous changes to the
life of the people.

1.2 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

The problem addressed in this dissertation is to prove that
Christianity has brought tremendous changes on the social, cultural,
political and religious life of the Mara tribe, and to identify the dynamic
factors of movement since the 1907 among the Maras in Mizoram in
order to draw relevant theological and Missiological lessons from these
factors. The historical phenomenon is analyzed from theological and
anthropological perspectives, described and presented in missiological
perspective.

No intensive research has been carried out for the last 100
years, showing how the Mara tribe have changed and been trans-
formed, put together in the form of history of the Mara Churches. This
is one of the compelling forces for doing a research as past history. To
evaluate and present a comprehensive historical account, compare
and contrasts, and show the uniqueness, merits and demerits, as a
learning process for the Mara people to understand their present posi-
tion of the Church and to stand united for the Lord’s work in the future.

With the majority of the Mara people becoming Christians,
they have also taken to propagating their beliefs to people of other
faiths. Thus, this study assumes that they will learn from their past
experiences both failures and successes and more, ahead to ‘take
hold of that for which the Lord had taken hold of them’ (Phil.3: 14).
Making the gospel relevant to people of other faith through
contextualization is desired.

1.3. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The main focus of this study is to achieve the following re-
search objectives and research questions which guided the objectives
and collection of data for this study:
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1.3.1. Research Objectives :

1. Tofind out and assess the key factors of transformational
changes among the Mara people. o .

2. Toidentify the methods of evangelism used by missionaries
for evangelization. _

3. Toevaluate the effectiveness, strengths and weaknesses
of the Missionaries and Church leaders.

4. To suggest and recommend effective and new methods
for Christian ministry in Maraland for more helpful
communication of the Gospel.

1.3.2. Research Questions

Who are the Maras and where are they?

Why do we need to study the history of the Mara people?

How did the impact of Christianity begin and spread?

What are the dynamic factors in this movement?

What is the impact of Christianity on individuals, Churches

and Society? '

What are the lessons others should learn from their

transformation? et

What are the culturally influenced elements of Christian

practices in the Church? :

8. What Missiological insights could be drawn from this
study?

o1 LN

o

~

1.4.  SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

This study is significant because it would create a common
platform for all the denominational Christian groups among th_e' Mgra
tribes, clarifying the misunderstanding among them a_nq facmtatm’g
positive atmosphere for future collaboration and partnership in the Lord’s
ministry. By having research, the dynamic faqtors of the peoplg move-
ment, insights into the movement may be gained gnd theological and
missiological lessons may be drawn. Such study is further more nec-
essary in that the people movement itself is an important historical
phenomenon. §

This phenomenon needs to be perpetuated not confined within
local churches, but spread across the boundaries of cul?gres and
churches around the country. Thus, this research is significant not
only for academic reason but is also my burden for the young genera-
tion, who will be future leaders of churches in Maraland. To give a
glimpse of their historical past and provide for them a platform to par
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ticipate in the Great Commission of Christ. The present study criti-
cally analyzes the socio-cultural, political and religious elements in
the light of the present intellectual climate.

1.5. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this study is to trace the advent and growth of
Christianity among the Mara people, to record their oral history so
that the young Mara generation will know their wondrous history and
be challenged to fulfill the Great Commission. To challenge the young
people to follow Christ and live in obedience to His commands, espe-
cially in taking the gospel beyond the Mara region.

The main objectives of this thesis are to draw lessons from
the past history, to reflect on them in the light of the present situation,
and to equip men and women for the future. Hence, the aim in bringing
out these objectives is two-fold— Firstly, to record the historical and
cultural anthropological setting of the Mara tribe to inheritors of it;
Secondly, to serve in educating and disciplining the people of Mara,
and in evangelizing its neighboring tribes who have never heard the
Gospel; in mobilizing them towards active participation in the mission
of God. L

The purpose of the research is also to investigate the factors
responsible for the movement of the Mara tribe to Christianity and the
impact of Christianity on their socio-cultural, political and religious
life. Did any idea of their traditional belief systems played a role in
their conversion movement? What effect did Christianity have on their
socio-cultural, political and religious life? Did Christianity in any way
change or affect their cultural practices? What effect did their socio-
cultural and religious life have on Christianity? *

The study will carefully looked into the pre-Christian beliefs of
the tribe and seek how, where and why do they cease to exist and
since when and if it still exists, why and how they continue to exist. It
had also looked into their socio-cultural, political practices that have
impact on Christianity. ;

The pioneers Mara Christians have done tremendous work for
the gospel. The methods employed definitely have immense theologi-
cal and Missiological implications. The researcher is of the opinion
that, today the young generation needs to learn from the past with a
hope of gaining insights from history to take up the challenge of the
present missions seriously.
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1.6. SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS

The study covers the Christian work done among the Mara
tribes in Mizoram by the missionaries and the Evange!i_cal Chu.rch of
Maraland (ECM) from 1907-2007. The study will look mﬁo their pre-
Christian days, how they encountered Christianity, how did they react

and respond to this religion.

In regard to the impact of Christianity on these tri'bes_, Chrig—
tianity is taken as a whole rather than a particular geqommatlon as it
is not possible to isolate a single denomination in bringing abou@ socio-
cultural, political and religious changes among the Mara tribes in
Mizoram.

1.6.1. Limitation

There are not many books and research materials available
on the Mara tribes. Therefore, only that which is available f{ill date
would be consulted. Collection of village Church records were a daunt-
ing task where almost all the records are either lost, misplaced or
come under private personal copies.

However, records in the form of Jubilee Souvenir booklets of
the local churches, annual reports and letters were consultec_i Hence
this study depends heavily on oral history based on interviews and
quastionnaires.

1.6.2. Delimitation

The history of Christianity among the Mara tribe ent_ails _the
study of various themes, subjects and factors involved in the historical
process. But, only a few are looked into that which is necessary for a
comprehensive understanding of the objective of my stud_y. As are-
sult, the role and contributions of the Lakher Pioneer Mission are not
studied in details as this thesis attempts to write ‘the impact of Chris-
tianity among the Mara tribes,’ and not a study on the history of Lakher
Pioneer Mission.

And though, the Evangelical Church of Maraland was the only
denomination among the Mara tribes in the Maraland area till 1994
space is also given to other denominatians that come after 1994. Thus
the writer tries to maintain a balance as the study focuses on the
Mara Christian community as a whole.
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1.7. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The present study has been guided by literature on the theory
of historical movements of the people and existing literature about
Churches among the Maras, along with first hand research on their
movement in Mizoram. There are some books, which dealt with the
history of the Mara people and Christian history of Maras of Mizoram.

Lorrain, Reginald Arthur. Five Years in Unknown Jungles. Lon-
don: Lakher Pioneer Mission, 1912.

Lorrain's Five Years in Unknown Jungles, published by Lakher
Pioneer Mission in 1912 is the first book on the Maras encounter with
Christianity, written by the pioneer missionary. This short and con-
densed written record is about the coming of missionaries to Maraland

and their encounter with the Mara people from the missionary’s point
of view.

Mokia, S. Mara Rah Awnanopa Thatih (The History of the Mara
Church) Saikao, Mizoram: Independent Church of Maraland, 1981.

After 80 years, S. Mokia an elder of the Mara Church has
written a small book called “Mara Awnanopa Thatih” (The History of
the Mara Church). This was written from layman’s point of view and
was published by the Independent Church of Maraland in 1981.

Fachhai, LaiG. The Maras: From Warrior to Missionaries, Saiha,
Mizoram: Evangelical Church of Maraland, 1994;

In 1994, Rev. Lail Fachhai brought out a brief view of the
mission history of the Evangelical Church of Maraland called “The
Maras: From Warriors to Missionaries. This was published by the Evan-
gelical Church of Maraland in 1994,

R.C. Néhro, Lakher Pioneer Missionaries nata ECM Hriatuhpazy
(The Lakher Pioneer Missionaries and ECM Workers) Saiha, Mizoram:
Evangelical Church of Maraland, 2000.

Rev. R.C. Néhro also brought out the short biographical col-
lection of the missionaries and the workers of the Evangelical Church
of Maraland in his book “Lakher Pioneer Missionaries nata ECM
liata Hriatuhpazy’(The Lakher Pioneer Missionaries and ECM Work-

ers). This book too was published by the Evangelical Church of
Maraland in 2000.

The above books provide a wealth of information to the re-
searcher so far as the socio-cultural and religious lives of the Maras
are concerned.
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Parry, N.E. The Lakhers. Tribal Research Centre: Aizaw\,
Mizoram, 1872; HlyChho, Mylai, Mara Histom Saikao, Mizoram: LL.M
Press, 1962. Apart from books on Christianity a.nd the Mar.a Chns_-
tians, the researcher also consulted books, vyhlch dealt with trad’t-
tional customs and cultural practices of the tribes e.g. N.E. Pgrry s
book “ The Lakhers” reOpublished by the Tribal Research pentrg, Aizawl
in 1972 and Myiai HlyChho's book “Mara History," pubhshgd in 1962.
These books served as the main sources for the pre-Christian cultural
information about the Mara people.

Other Books and Thesis

Apart from these, the researcher also used books, V\'lhi.Ch qeglt
with the history of Christianity in North East India and Christianity -ln
Mizoram as a whole such as V.L. Zaithanga, A Study of the SOC{a/
and Cultural Changes Among the Mizos Through the Impact of Chn.s-
tianity, Serampore College, B.D Thesis, 1964; C.L. Hminga, The Life
and Witness of Churches in Mizoram, Bombay: GLS, 1987; Donna
Strom’s Wind Through the Bamboos, Madras: Gospel Literature Ser-
vice, 1982; Merion J. Lloyd's On Every High Hills, Lunglei, Mizoram:
Baptist Church of Mizoram, 1980.

Mangkhosat Kipgen's Christianity and Mizo _Cultuire, Aizawl:
Mizoram Theological Conference, 1997; Also thesis written by F.
Hrangkhuma, Mizoram Transformational Change: A Study of the Pr.o-
cess and Nature of Mizo Cultural Change and Factors thgt Contrlp—
uted to the Change. Ph.D. Dissertation. Fuller Theological Semi-
nary, 1989. .

In order to draw similar traits from other tribes of North East

India, some relevant available thesis such as O.L. Snaitang, A Study
of the Role of Christianity in Social Change among the Khasi and

~ Jaintia Hill Tribe of Meghalaya from 1941 to the Present, D.Th. Dis-

sertation, United Theological College, 1990, F.S. Downs, Christianity
in North East India: Historical Perspective, Delhi: ISPCK, 1983, were
also consulted.

1.8. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

History involves writing about the past and i.ts key evgnt; It
involves investigation of historical facts, data collection, description, |
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assessment, interpretation, and presentation. Accuracy, order, logic,
honesty, imagination, and reliability are the qualities of good historical
writing. The object of history is humankind (Marc Bloch, The Historian’s
Craft, Manchester, England: Manchester University Press, 1954, p.25).
The Christian historical writing focuses on the redemptive activity of
God in history through specific human movements.

The researcher employs a synthesis of historical and field
research methodology to do the study among the Mara tribes in
Mizoram. So far no extensive work or any academic work has been
done on the history of Christianity of the Mara tribes in Mizoram. The
only available materials are booklets, souvenirs, magazines published
by the Church to mark their jubilee celebrations and a few unpub-
lished materials.

Hence, the researcher depends heavily on information gath-
ered through personal interviews held with the first generation con-
verts, second generation Christians, evangelists and missionaries in-
volved in the evangelization of these tribes.

History is no longer the prerogative and the privilege of the
colonial administration and their missionaries, but now, they belong to
‘communities’ as they perceive, and understand their social realities.
Therefore, it is indeed a privilege to study about the history of Chris-
tianity of my own people.

It is a genuine attempt to dig out authentic information and
present an objective narrative. These necessitated, touring of villages
to collect oral traditions, which are richly represented in a pre-litera-
ture society such as the Maras and collecting village Church records
in the form of minutes. For this purpose a field research methodology
was developed and a personal interview method was adopted to gain
necessary information.

Three different types of interviews were conducted. First, the
pioneer Christian leaders, born between 1907-1 940, the key leaders
who contributed to understanding of the history of denominational work
in Mara area. Secondly, some of the Mara Christian leaders, who hold

constructive opinion concerning Christianity among the Maras were
interviewed.

Lastly, the non-Christian leaders within the Mara community
were also interviewed to learn their opinion, response and reaction
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towards the Church. They were questioned on their attitudes. and per-
ception toward their neighboring tribes. Interviews and questlopnalres
were conducted and distributed during April - May 2005, Aprll - May
2006 and April - May 2007 in selected villages and towns in Mara
area.

Since the research is mainly to investigate the impact of Chr_ls—
tianity on the life of the people, the study was QOne_from the_somo-
cultural, political and religious point of view as this threw more h.ght on
Christian conversion movement on the tribes of North East India.

1.8.1. Primary Sources

The majority of the primary sources are in thg form of oral
history. An interviewed with several pioneer M‘ara_Chnstia‘n !ea.ders
and also from other Mara Christian leaders supplied invaluable |nS|ghts
in getting the other perspectives. My regular.correspondepce with
Church leaders and friends has supplied me with up-to-date informa-
tion on the present activities of the Mara Church.

The written primary sources consists of personal diaries, min-
utes, resolutions, reports and other relevant matgrials collecteq frgm
the Evangelical Church of Maraland office at Sglha apd also Mlsspn
station, Cengregational Church of Maraland, India office at Saikao vil-
lage which were studied extensively.

1.8.2. Secondary Sources

Secondary source information includes those documented in
books and articles. Furthermore, data collectiqns have bgen made
possible from the following resourceful places hkg: ECM Library and
District Library, Saiha, Mizoram; United Thgo|pg|cal Cpllege (UTC)
Library, South Asia Institute of Advanced Qhrlstlan Studles (SAIACS)
Library, Bangalore in the form of books written by different scholars.

These theses, dissertations, and outstanding c|ass._ papers
written by scholars from various cultural bz_ackgrounds \_Nith various cul-
tural experiences supply abundant and rich perspective and dataon
theological and missiological study. -

Having gathered and organized both primary and segondary
source of information, | have analyzed, interpreted, and described the
historical events and the impact of Christianity on the Mara people
and their culture.
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1.9. STRUCTURE OF DISSERTATION

Chapter 1: Introduction

Atotal of seven chapters, including the introductory and con-
cluding chapters comprise the dissertation. The first Chapter is an
introductory section of the Dissertation. It began with the statement of
the problem, elaboration of the problem, the research objectives and
questions, significance of the study, purpose of the study, the review
of literature, as well as scope and limitation of the research, and meth-
ods of research that were employed in the writing.

Chapter 2: Historical Setting of the Mara People

The main part of the Dissertation begins with the second Chap-
ter, which deals with the background of the land and the people. The
geographical location of the Mara people, their origin, their traditional
religious beliefs, cultural life and practices were described. The politi-
cal, economic system and the literacy status of the people also were
dealt with in it.

Chapter 3: The Coming of Missionaries to Maraland

The third Chapter deals with the coming of Christianity to
Maraland, and the Introduction of Christianity to the Mara tribes of
Mizoram by the missionaries. The first section dealt with the British
annexation of the territories of Maraland and the negotiations and agree-
ment with the Abeis (Village Chiefs). It also dealt with the Lakher
Pioneer Mission in London and the coming of missionaries and their
arrival on the Mara soil.

Chapter 4: The Mara Church

The fourth chapter deals with the Maras response to the gos-
pel, their conversion and establishment of Church, development of the
Mara Church and how a headhunting Mara tribe became a soul hunt-
ing-missionary tribe. The misunderstanding and problems among the
Mara Church also was highlighted.

Chapter 5: Methods in Presentation of the Gospel

The fifth Chapter deals with the conversion movement of the
Maras of Mizoram, how the foreign missionaries presented the gospel
to them and the factors responsible for their conversion to Christianity,
the missionaries’ confrontations of traditional religious beliefs, social
system, cultural practices etc.
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Chapter 6: /mpact of Christianity on the Life of the Mara Pepple

" The sixth Chapter deals with the impact of Christianity on the
Mara tribes in Mizoram. How Christianity changed anq transformed
their belief systems, socio-cultural and political life. This chapter algp
examined the impact of the Mara's socio-cultural, religious, and politi-
cal life on Christianity.

Chapter 7: Research Findings, Recommendations and Conclusion

The final Chapter concludes the study with research findings,
evaluation of data, recommendations for further Church growth and

conclusion of the entire Dissertation.
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