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Emergence and Growth of
the Indigenous Churches in the Khasi Hills
(1902-2002) - An Overview

I Marbaniang

All over the world, a distinct, independent and undeniable tide of dynamic
Christian movement is steadily rising encompassing every tribe and tongue, ethnic
as well as social groups. It is a people’s movement, a movement of the indi genous
- people to find meaning, ac¢eptance and recognition and a proper place i history,
a struggle to be treated at par with other superior cultures and societies of the
world. Their voices can no longer be silenced or underestimated anymore nor
can they be treated as an inferior people incapable of carving out a destiny for
themselves and their own people.

Western power in the form of European colonialism in the nineteenth
century and American hegemony in the twentieth century extended western
culture throughout much of the contemporary world. But after the erosion of
the Western culture, an indigenous, historically rooted mores, languages, beliefs
and mstitutions reassert themselves.! 'The Indigenous movement was basically
a worldwide movement of the indigenous people secking to reassert their own
identity”. Indigenization and the revival of religion are global phenomena.’ The
growing power of non-Western societies produced by modernization are
generating the revival of non-Western cultures throughout the world.* They have
been most evident however, in the cultural assertiveness and challenges to the
West as well as reasserting their superiority over their former colonial masters.
The process of indigenization was further enhanced by the democratic paradox:
adoption by non-Western societies of Western democratic institutions encourages
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and gives access of power (0 nativist and anti-Western political movements. With
the dawn of the 20th century. indigenization has been the order of the day
throughout much of the non-Western societies in the Third World countries in
their various aspects- political, socio-cultural, economic and even in the religious
and spiritual realms. In modern times, as the success of the West fades relatively,
a resurgence of the lost glory, prestige and confidence of the people in the Third
World countries is now gradually taking place. The revival in the area of religion
provided one of the most striking features in the process © { the resurgence of
non- Western societies.

Contextually, people in the “Third World' countries till today viewed and
interpreted Christianity as a 'Foreign Religion' or a 'White man's religion”.
Justifying their claims, they pointed out that the essential features of Christian
Churches itself bore all the marks of a western institution.® Ideologically, it is a
fact that Christianity is usually identified with western nations and associated
with western culture and lifestyle. However, these popular assumptions may have
to undergo a complete re-examination in the light of the broad historical context.
It was on this context that the studies of the Churches of Indigenous origins
become a relevant and highly significant subject.NormaHy, the history of
Christianity is written from the standpoint of the "'Western Church’ which can
be termed as the 'non- Indigenous Church.'® It is the story of Western
Christianity whereas the mstory of Christianity in the East is neglected and not
well known. In fact, the richly diverse Church history of the ‘other half of the
world' has been largely ignored, and seldom outlined in any complete form.
However, unlike in other parts of the world, a non-western form of Christianity
is much older in the Indian context.” The locally borne Indigenous Churches*
are an important segment of Christianity in the world today and it is also a
relatively new and largely unexplored field for academic research in South Asla
including India in which the study of the Indigenous Churches is quite a recent
development. However, in order to understand the nature and true picture of the
history of Indian Christianity as a whole, the study of Indigenous Churches in
North-East India in general and Meghalaya in particular becomes a relevant subject
for deliberation and discussion in academic field.

Similarly, looking closer within the local context of Meghalaya itself, the
primary focus of most of the writings on the history of Christianity in the state
has been mainly on the non-Indigenous Churches. The available materials on
the Indigenous Churches in the Khasi Hills have thus been totally inadequate. In
contrast to non-Indigenous Churches and ecclesiastical institutions which were
basically the product of foreign missionary efforts. Indigenous Churches n
Meghalaya have their own structures and cultural expressions which are
frequently outside the orbit of the traditionally non-Indigenous Churches.
fronically, a majority of the Indigenous Churches in the Khasi Hills still remain
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outside the orbit of academic and historical research, Suffice it to say, the study
of Indigenous Churches is timely and promusing and can lend valuable contribution
tor a better understanding of the culture and religious traditions of the people of
the Khasi Hills and those of Meghalaya as a whole.

Notion of the Indigenous Church

Before venturing further in an exploratative study of the Indigenous
Churches in the local miliey of the Khasi Hills. it is necessary to trace the origin
of the meaning and concept of the term, Indigenous Churches' in the global
context. The word 'indigenous’ according to the Oxford Dictionary means natjve’
or belonging naturally to a place: so Indigenous Churches are those churches
that are native to a people, belonging naturally to the soil as contrasted with
churches originating abroad or in an alien culture. ' At the outset, a clear
distinction has to be made between the 'Indi genous Church' and the 'Indigenized
Church'. While the 'Indigenous Church' is » church native 1o the sojl and formed [
by local Christian converts right from the beginning of its emergence, the
'Indigenized Church’ on the other hand, is a non-Indigenous Church trying to %
adapt itself within the local environment and setting through the process of
'indigenization' to becotne an Indigenized Church. While the former js an inward
natural expression and independent response of the native converts to thie advent
‘o1 western Christianity, the latter is an artificial and outward process to achieve
the goal of indigenization ! - - : ) '

i : . [ 1
The term 'Indigenous Church' was first coined and advocated by Henry _ |
Venn, Rufus Anderson and Roland Allen-in the middle of the 18th and the early ’

19th century. The 'Indigenous Churches' principles as formulated by them were
primarily based on the three self ideals- namely self-governing, self-supporting
and self-propagating ideologies. 2 They assumed that an Indigenous Church i
to be the goal of modern missions and argued that “indigeneity was indispensable
to the growth of the ¢ hurch n maturity and in missjon " The Indigenous Church
mission theory was developed in fesponse to the extreme paternalism exercised
by western missionaries of the early 19th century, particularly in Asia and Africa.
The three-self theory acquired wide acceplance as time went on, Subsequently
however, the original concept of an Indigenous Church as formulated and defined
by these western missionaries has been widened and redefined to Incorporate
some equally more distinctive features. All these three basic criteria's may be
present in a local church, but an Indigenous Church has a wider connotation.
Smalley defined an Indigenous Church as 2 "group of converts who live out
their life including their socialized Christian activity in the patterns of the local
society." Other characteristic features of an Indigenous Church are its 'self-
theologizing ideology, missionary zeal and self-caring attitude. Through self-
theology, a distinct form of indigenous tribal theology which may be referred to
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Rise and Growth of the Indigenous Churches in the Khasi Hills

The 19th and 20th has witnessed the emergence of a large number of
Indigenous Churches in different parts of the world which also simultaneously
coincided with the rise and growth of the spirit of nationalism and patriotism in
almost every continents of the globe during the same period. Their emergence
1s not just a localize movement confine to a limited area but a global phenomenon
where the indigenous people attempted to formulate their own ideology about
how a church should be administered in such a way that it can be suited with
the local cultures, situations and environments as distinct from the perceptive
ideology of the western church establishments.

For almost sixty years (from 1840-1900) after their advent into the Khasi
Hills, the Presbyterian Church was the only ecclesiastical organization dominating
the Khasi-Jaintia area. Therefore, it was no wonder that after the emergence of
the Seng Khasi, a socio-cultural organization seeking to protect the indigenous
culture and- religion from the onslaught of Christianity, sorhe of the prominent
Christian leaders displayed a hostile and arrogant attitude towards its emergence.
Even the Catholic priests and niissionaries who sought to enter the-Khasi Hills -
found it very difficult to start their mission works or construct their mission
stations in the Khasi hinterland since in the initial stage; the British government
itself deliberately restricted its entry into this territory. However, with the dawn
of the 20th century, the political and religious conditions became less restricted
and more tolerable for other churches and denominations which had been hitherto
unable to carry on with their works in the face of open discrimination by
government authorities. Subsequently, it paved the way for the rise and growth
of a powerful Indigenous Christian movement entirely under the leadership and
management of native Christians who begun to directly challenge the exclusive
monopolistic domination of the church by westerners.

However, this paper focuses on the study of the rise and growth of the
Indigenous Churches" in the Khasi Hills from the first decade of the 20th century
till the dawn of the 21th centurv. A total of about thirty Indigenous Churches
emerged n the Khasi Hills during the period of one hundred years (1902-2002).
Six of them were established during 1902-1939, and the majority of these
churches, twenty four in all came into existence only recently between 1974
and 2002. Since the 1970s, there has been a significant increase in the number
of Indigenous Churches in the Khasi Hills.

The first Indigenous Church in the Khasi Hills emerged among the Protestant
groups when in 1902, the Church of God'¥ was established by Rev. Wooley
Mohan Roy, J.J.M. Nichols Roy along with some other members as a self-
supporting, self-administering and self-propagating church. It was considered :
to be the first and one of the largest Indigenous Churches even in the whole of
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India. The leaders were mitially ardent members of the Presbyterian Church but
their radical idea and independent thinking could not be tolerated by the
conservative and well established church organization which finally compelled
them to move out and set up their own church. In course of time, other
Indigenous Churches were formed in different parts of the Khasi Hills.

Factors for their emergence

The rise and growth of the Indigenous Churches in the Khasi Hills was an

event of significant historjcal Importance in the history of C hristianity in the area.

Christ National Church have revealed that there are ofher general factors which
led to their emergence- for examples the spread of western education and learning
among the native Khasis, the desire of some of the educated and more progressive

leadership and administration of
vstem of chureh's structure and

ative churches. Some church leaders
and-adherents like th()SLf of the Church of God (who late

establish his dominating influence over
the nascent church and by simultaneously showing favouritism'tg certain members
if an wife. To be precise, "ever since the
mmered in the minds of Khasj converts

cal doctrines and teachings of the
Presbyterianism, "' They were particularly dissatisfied not only with the
hierarchical character of church administration but were discontented with the
domination of "White" Christianity over the locals.

With the dawn of the 20th century, a period of gradual transition of
responsibility, position and leadership from the British missiona
Church leaders had begun in the whole of Khasi-Jaintia hills.'e
of independence as wel] as their uni
from the fact that these churches a

as to the validity of certain Bibli

ries to Indigenous
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women to take part in the ministry of the Church."” Till date, the bulk of the
indigenous Churches in the Khasi Hills are thriving and progressing rapidly though
some of them for instance, the Christ Immanuel Church have lost their touch
and relevance in the present context because of lack of leadership and direction
especially after the death of their founders. Others like the Church of God and
the Church of Jesus Christ have been experiencing remarkable growth and
development and their membership at present has already crossed more than one
lakh (1,00,000) each. It has been assumed that their vibrant growth was due
partly to the significant influence and dynamic leadership of men like
J.J .M .Nichols Roy and Joseph Dkhar who were the founding leaders and pastors
of these two churches respectively and partly due to the practical application of
the messages that they preached. Rev. Nichols Roy and Rev. Joseph Dkhar
strongly emphasized the importance of exemplary and transformed character in
daily Christian living and the message that they preached were practicably applied
to their situations and circumstances.

Basic organizational and structural framework -

In course of time especially since the last-decade of the 20™ century,
Indigenous Churches in the Khasi Hills begun to systenatically organize
themselves and created a well-established ecclesiastical structure. They also
started developing their distinctive principle beliefs and doctrines, rituals and
liturgies as well as their constitutions, structures and forms of church
governments which has become the object of intensive study and close scrutiny.
The largest number of Indigenous Churches that came into existence between
the 1970's and 1990's remained as independent and loosely organized fellowship
groups or ministries during this period and majority of the founding leaders of
these newly emerging groups did not feel the need to either register their
organizations with the government or to conform it to the standard or requirement
of the time. However, from the 1990 onwards. most of them underwent a
process of major transition, progressively and systematically organized themselves
into full-fledged ecclesiastical organizations and also managed to acquire
government recognition through the office of the Registrar of Societies,
Government of Meghalaya.

Beside. almost all of them have now formulated their own written
constitutions like those of the non- Indigenous Churches and the constitution
has become the principle guidehnes of the day to day activities of these churches.
Some of them for example, the Church of God and the Church of Jesus Christ
have presently stressed the impertance of theological and semmary training for
the leaders and would be ordained mumisters of the church and major decisions

especially those that affect the whole church are taken by those leaders who'

are at the helm of the affairs of these churches. The process of institutionalization
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and centralization was gradually adopted by majority of the Indigenous Churches
in the Khasi Hills. Yet quite a good number of them like the Full Gospel
Evangelistic Ministry still adhere to the classical type of democratic ideals as
practiced by the local Khast Dorbar or Assembly where all important and major
decisions are taken not by the few selected leaders but by the church as a whole
through the General Assembly." Some of the Indigenous Churches for examples
the Church of Christ and the Full Gospel Evangelistic Ministry are content with
having a largely unstructured system of church governments. For instance in
the area of church's ministry, not only ordained ministers but even ordinary
members can also participate in various programs of the church such as in the
exposition and teaching of the Bible in the congregation, in counseling and pravers.
Others like the Church of God, the Church of Jesus Christ and the Church of
the Full Gospel Fellowship have established a well-organized administrative
structure and a well defined constitution of their own similar in certain extent
with those of the non- Indigenous Churches. However unlike the Presbyterian,
Baptist or Catholic churches which basically have well organized and highly
structured administrative machineries since the initial period of their
estabhishments, some of the Indigenous Churches on the other hand were either
reluctant or have not yet reached a position to establish such sophistication in
ecclesiastical set up even after quite a wns;derdble period of their emergence
und existence. :

To sum up, the rise and growth ot the Indigenous Churches in -the Khasi
Hills has finally let to a major shift in the role-and leadership over the Christian
Church from the exelusive monopoly of 'Westerners' or of the '"White Men' to
the natives who now began to, increasingly assume the mantle of power and
responsibility over the Church. Their appearance on the scene was a natural
respond to the advent of Western Christianity from overseas and. their emergence-
has both positive as well as negative consequences. In fact, majority of the
Christian Churches in the Khasi Hills, both those of Indigenous and non-
Indigenous origins are currently making an attempt to adapt themselves within
the local environment and tribal setting by incorporating indigenous cultures,
viewpoints and even forms of worship, and effectively using local languages
and dialects as means of propagation and communication. They have revealed
the flexibility of the Gospel, that 1t is not restricted to any one human culture.
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