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1. Introduction

There has been a lot of discussion about how we should translate the word “God”
or the name of God in Pochury Naga. This paper attempts to correct the translation
of the name of God which has been incorrectly translated in the ongoing Pochury
Old Testament project and the already published New Testament.” The Pochury
Naga Old Testament currently translates “God” (’Elohim) as Sakiitiwuowa and
“LORD” (YHWH) as Viiwa. The New Testament, which was published in 1994,
also employed Sakiiiiwuowa to translate God. There is no debate concerning the
word Viiwa for LORD (YHWH), but for God ('Elohim) it has been felt that the
term Sakiitiwuowa does not represent the appropriate concept of God in Pochury.
After thorough investigation, discussions, and consultations, it was finally agreed
that the appropriate term to designate God is Nyiaza. This term will therefore
now be used for God in place of Sakiiiiwuowa in the ongoing Bible translation of
the Pochury Old Testament.

2. Description of the Pochury Nagas

The Pochury Naga tribe is one of the tribes of Nagaland with its headquarters
at Meluri in Phek district, Nagaland, India. It has a total population of 19,898
people in twenty-nine villages, according to the 2001 census. The name Pochury
is a generic term referring to a conglomeration of three distinct groups—Sapo,
Kuchu, and Khury. Thus the name has been derived by taking “po” from Sapo,
“chu” from Khuchu, and “ry” from Khury. The name Pochury was coined by the
Pochury Nagas themselves to designate the separate identity of their tribe. The
government of Nagaland recognised Pochury as a “scheduled tribe” on April 21,
1990. Their land is bounded by Myanmar in the east, Manipur in the south, and
by the territory of the Chakhesang and Sumi Nagas in the west and the Sangtam
Nagas in the north.

3. The Supreme Being in the Pochury Naga primal worldview

Like any other Naga tribe, the Pochury Nagas have a notion of a Supreme Being
and that constitutes the fundamental concept of their religious outlook. The
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knowledge of the Supreme Being is clearly expressed in myths, stories, songs,
and religious ceremonies. Though the Pochury Nagas have no sacred writings,
the narratives and the knowledge of the Supreme Being are preserved and passed
on through oral traditions. It is thus obvious that the kernel of all their spiritual
experiences lies with their experiences of the Supreme Being, regardless of how
the reality is perceived and thought of. There is no doubt that the Pochury Naga
concept of the Supreme Being was quite clear and well-informed before the
advent of the missionaries. This Supreme Being is known by the term Nyi Nyiaza
Kiijiwa.

In the conventional expression of the name, Nyi means “grandfather.”
It connotes the highest degree of respect and honour in social and kinship
relationships. Nyiaza means “spirit” and Kiijiwa means “the Great One,” referring
to the greatness of Nyiaza, who is God himself. Thus the whole phrase means
“the Great Grandfather Spirit.” The Pochury Naga concept of God as the Great
Grandfather must have resulted from their reverence for and veneration of the
elders. In a culture where long life is regarded as a blessing, elders are highly
elevated and they exert tremendous influence on the society. The presence of
many elderly people in the village is indicative of a strong and prosperous society.
In any matter of collective and individual conflict their advice and guidance are
sought. Their wisdom is highly valued because it is the product of rich and varied
experiences. A grandfather generally has a loving character and is respected
and loved for his age, experience, wisdom, humility, and gentleness. Thus the
analogy of God as the Great Grandfather does imply that he is our ancestor, but it
is also understood in the sense of God being the progenitor of all created beings
and non-beings.

This etymological analysis of the name Nyi Nyiaza Kiijiwa suggests that
it has a cultural and theological basis to designate God and can be used as a
standard name of God in the Bible. In a solemn context such as prayer, the
name is invariably given fully as Nyi Nyiaza Kiijiwa. However, to avoid gender
exclusivism and for the sake of brevity, it can be shortened and simplified to
Nyiaza. This term is of neuter gender, and thus Nyiaza by itself can be considered
sufficient in expressing an inclusive concept of God in the Pochury language.

4. The influence of the Angami Naga Bible on the use and translation of the
Pochury Naga Bible

This is one of the cases where the dominant language influences the minority
language, especially in the field of translation. In the absence of a Bible in their
own language, the Pochury people used the Angami Naga Bible since Christianity
first came to their area. It was not until 1994 that the Bible Society of India
published the first New Testament in Pochury Naga. In spite of having the New
Testament in their language, even today some elderly people still use the Angami
Bible. Thus the influence of the Angami language is strong among the Pochury
tribe, as is evidenced by the use of the Angami term Sakiitiwuowa for the name
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of God in the ongoing Pochury Old Testament translation, although it is not an
appropriate term for God in this language.

5. Debate about the term Sakiiiiwuowa for God in the Pochury Naga Bible

The project to translate the Old Testament into the Pochury Naga language was
launched in 1996, long before I joined the Bible Society of India. Though the
term Sakiitiwuowa for God was initially employed in the Pochury Naga Old
Testament, there was debate on the use of this term. Finally it was concluded
that Sakiitiwuowa was inappropriate and an inadequate term for God basically for
three reasons.

(i) Sakiiiwuowa is a translation.

It is believed that the term Sakiitiwuowa is a borrowed concept from the Angami
Naga mythological character Ukepenuopfii. This name, or its variant form
Kepenuopfii, was chosen as the name for God in the Angami Bible. Usually the
name has the possessive prefix U- so that the name is personal to the person
uttering the name as well as encompassing the ones listening to the spoken name.
Whereas Kepenuopfii literally means “the one who gave birth,” Ukepenuopfii
means “the one who gave birth to us.” Ukepenuopfii is “Creator,” not in the
conventional sense of having made the universe, but by virtue of her life-giving
reproductive power. Mr. Lesimo Nyusou, the first Pochury to study at the mission
school Kohima during the days of the American Baptist missionaries, and who
was primarily responsible for the introduction of this particular term, admits that
Sakiitiwuowa is a literal translation or rather a “formal equivalent” translation
from the Angami etymology of Ukepenuopfii.

(ii) Sakiiiwuowa is a wrong translation.

Though the concept of God was borrowed from the Angami Ukepenuopfii,
the term Sakiiiiwuowa was, in fact, incorrectly translated. The literal meaning
of Ukepenuopfii is “the one who gave birth to us,” whereas the Pochury term
Sakiitiwuowa literally means “the one who enables to give birth.” This term
presupposes the involvement of two persons, “the one who enables” or “the
enabler” and “the one who gives birth to.” This term thus implies a subordinate
role and function for God as a midwife who enables a mother to give birth. This
term is found to be inappropriate and defective even from a grammatical point of
view.

(iii) Sakiiiwuowa is not the name of the Supreme Being in Pochury Naga primal
religion.

Like other Naga tribes, the belief in the Supreme Being occupies the central place
in the life and practices of the Pochury Nagas. Although there are no written
teachings as such, their idea of God and faith in the Supreme Being is well-
expressed in their traditional songs, myths, and folktales. This Supreme Being is
known by the term Nyiaza among the Pochury Nagas. It may be mentioned that
the term Sakiitiwuowa was neither the name of any deity in the primal worldview
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of the Pochury Nagas nor a character in Pochury Naga folklore. It was invented
purposely to designate God in the Bible translation only after the introduction of
Christianity.

6. Why Nyiaza is the most appropriate term for God

As mentioned earlier, it was felt that Nyiaza was the appropriate and acceptable
term to designate God in the Pochury Naga Bible basically from two perspectives:
traditional/cultural usage and contemporary usage. This was the original term
Pochury people often used when they wanted to refer to the Supreme Being. So,
Nyiaza can mean “God.” But it is a term which cannot be easily translated back
into English by one word or one phrase. Even prior to the introduction of the
Christian concept of God to the Pochury Nagas, the word Nyiaza was used to
refer to the Supreme Being among the Pochury Nagas according to the functions
he performed in varying situations.

Second, some of the events associated with Nyiaza are still popular in
current usage. For example, when lightning strikes during a thunderstorm,
it is called Nyiaza miivii kiitizho, meaning “Nyiaza’s axe has slipped off.” A
whirlwind is known as Nyiaza miirhii or “Nyiaza’s wind,” symbolizing Nyiaza’s
formidable strength. The black spot on the moon is called Nyiaza weji, which
means “Nyiaza’s ash.” The Milky Way in the sky is called Nyiaza leh, which
means “Nyiaza’s way/path” and it indicates the coverage of his domain and
control. The English exclamation “Oh my God!” is similar to “Anyiazai!” and
“God forbid!” to “Nyiaza krii!” Every year during the celebration of the Nazhu
festival there is a particular day which is marked by the ritualistic observance
of what is known as Nyiazakhuo kiithuo, which means “the hanging of Nyiaza’s
basket.” It is a ceremonial performance in which strings of food such as rice
and meat are wrapped in a leaf and hung on the door frames and on decorated
bamboo poles that are erected in the courtyard of every house. This offering of
food to Nyiaza is a symbolic act of prayer for his blessing. In that sense Nyiaza
enjoys the exclusive prerogative of worship and reverence by the people. It is
to be noted that anthropomorphic expressions regarding the Supreme Being
in traditional Pochury Naga beliefs are more implicit rather than explicit. This
analogical association and identification of Nyiaza with a wide variety of natural
phenomena, elements, matters, rituals, and beliefs is indicative of the Supreme
Being’s transcendent and immanent nature that permeates and pervades the entire
COSMOS.

In light of the above discussion, it can be concluded that culturally,
linguistically, and theologically, Nyiaza is the most appropriate term to designate
God in the Bible in place of Sakiiiiwuowa. It presents a clear concept of God and
its manifestations have been an integral part of the Pochury Naga worldview and
way of life. Hence, replacing Sakiiiiwuowa with Nyiaza transforms an unknown
entity into a clear and perceptible God.



