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Twenty-first Century Pilgrims and Refugees 

By Dr. Jerry Cain 
 

On November 16, President Obama flew east for 
an Asian summit and a planned visit to Myan-
mar while I hosted a group of displaced citizens 
from Myanmar, all Ka-
chins, who were on a 
pilgrimage through 
Kansas City. 
 The Kachins are 
a tribal group in north-
ern Myanmar (also 
called Burma) that 
have embraced the 
Christian message due 
to the faithful witness 
of American missionar-
ies.  While the over-
whelming majority of 
Kachins are Christian,  about 10 percent of them 
are living in displaced person camps across My-
anmar.   
 During World War II the Kachins were 
loyal allies of the American forces.  They rescued 
and sheltered over 500 U.S. fliers shot down over 
Burma while conducting raids on the Japanese 
invaders.  The courtyard of the American embas-
sy in Yangon honors the Kachins for their fierce 
fighting against the Japanese. I have been to the 
region several times, most recently in August of 
2014. 
 Modern day Kachins are out of favor with 
the current government of Myanmar and, if they 
can get out of the country, often become refugees 
in the United States.  Some 2800 have settled 
here and in 2002 they founded in Omaha, The 

First Kachin Baptist Church in America. 
 The first missionary to contact the Kachins 
was Eugenio Kincaid who visited northern Bur-
ma in 1837 at the behest of Adoniram Judson the 
venerable American missionary.  At Kincaid’s in-

sistence, Ola Hansen, 
settled in northern 
Burma, codified the 
Kachin language and 
translated the Bible.  
One hundred seventy
-five years later this 
tribal group has em-
braced the teachings 
of Jesus, and though 
ostracized in their 
native land, have be-
come our immigrant 
neighbors in the 

heartland. 
 In appreciation of missionary Eugenio Kin-
caid, 37 Kachins, displaced from their homeland 
in Myanmar, became pilgrims in November and 
made the trip from Omaha to Girard, KS, where 
Kincaid is buried.  On the way back to Omaha, I 
met with these pilgrims to debrief on their jour-
ney. 
 They reported on Kincaid’s retirement 
from mission work and his decision to settle in 
Kansas in 1857.  The Kincaid Memorial Church in 
Girard, KS, was founded and named for him dur-
ing his lifetime.   He died in 1883 and was buried 
in this tiny Kansas town where his legacy was  
lost, his grave was ignored and the church 
changed its name.  
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Pilgrimage to Kincaid grave.    Courtesy of Dr. Hkyen Naw, President 
Emeritus, Kachin Theological college and Seminary. 


