JOHN REX ON KHASI HILLS TOUR

On Tuesday, September 7, I left Kochi with a special group of four distinguished Unitarian Universalist friends, for the Khasi Hills in North East India.  As I had been there before many times, I had been asked to “lead” this group. Our program in the Khasi Hills began with a ride to the small village of Kharang not far from Shillong.  Our mentor and guide for our four-day visit was Bah Khlur Mukhim, now a professor at Lady Keane College in Shillong, who had been my coworker for all of the six months of my ministry in the Khasi Hills in 1998-99.  Bah Khlur had arranged for all five of us to attend as honored guests the elaborate dedication of the addition to the Christopher Rex Memorial Hostel, a program that included songs and dances from student groups, speeches from a number of distinguished persons, a ribbon-cutting at the site of the new addition, and a special luncheon.  

Later the same day, our group visited the Annie Margaret Barr Children’s Village in Kharang, that has been built with funds that include a major donation from a family member of one of my fellow travelers.  I didn’t know what to expect, but when the crowd of small children came on the verandah to greet us, I was completely taken.  

All five of us stayed overnight in the nearby house of Bah Khlur’s parents.  As is often the case in rural villages, the power went out, so we had an evening of candles and star lit skies.   We five talked at length with our hosts and each other--what else does one do in the silent darkness of a rural Indian village?  We were given warm blankets to make it through the cold night, and after an early breakfast, we set off for another village, more tea and hospitality, a tour of a Unitarian church, and a ride through lovely green hills high in the clouds.

At my request, our program for the next few days focused on visiting with people and seeing as much as possible of Khasi Unitarian churches.  It included time with Bah Khlur’s wife and their baby daughter, who was born just a few days before our visit.
There is not space here to do justice to the culture and religion of the Khasi Unitarians.  These are wonderfully complex people, with a fascinating history, a unique culture, and a beautiful religion – quite different from what most Americans know about India. In my experience, what we Americans know about India--its Hindu and Muslim religions, its caste system, its magnificence as in the Taj Mahal, its massive slums and poverty, its exotic cuisines and music and art--all simply doesn’t apply to the tribal peoples of the Khasi Hills.  It is best, as you hear for perhaps the first time of Khasi Unitarians, to begin with a completely blank slate.

Let me just say that for the million or so Khasi tribal people in the State of Meghalaya, of whom about ten thousand are Unitarians, what is most important in the organization of their lives is their clans.  Theirs is a matrilineal society, not matriarchal, but one in which children belong to their mother’s clan and take their mother’s clan name.  Female children are especially valued, so the birth of Bah Khlur’s first daughter was a very special occasion, and we were honored to share some of his joy.

On our last day, we traveled to Puriang, a special place in my memory.  When I was there in 1998, I visited a newborn boy whose mother had died in childbirth, and I was asked to give him a name.  I named him Christopher, after my son.  Now, in 2010, I met this Christopher, now an eleven year old young man, who speaks a bit of English and who is being raised by his mother’s clan.  That, for me, was an emotional reunion.  Our travel group then went on to Jowai, what I call the cathedral church, so far the largest Unitarian church I have ever seen, where we attended a Sunday service and were warmly welcomed afterwards for tea. 

After saying moving goodbyes, the next day our group set out together, in the long, arduous, yes, terrifying drive downhill to the airport in Guwahati, and our flights home. 

