
In the Wake of the Pitcairn 
Establishing Adventism 
in the South Pacific Islands
by Alexander S. Currie

Adventist history in the South Pa
cific is “partly a lesson in ocean

ography.”1
Oceania covers one-third of the earth’s sur

face but has less than 1 percent of its population. 
It is a “watery continent dotted with thousands of 
scattered bits of land,” the home of less than six 
million people.2 Seventh-day Adventist concern 
for Pacific people is first observed when James 
White and John Loughborough “sent a friendly 
letter and a box of literature” to Pitcairn Island in 
1876.3 John I. Tay, an American Adventist lay
man, read a book concerning the “Bounty muti
neers,” worked his passage to Tahiti, and found a 
ship to take him to Pitcairn.4 On 18 October, 1886, 
Tay landed on Pitcairn, and spent five weeks 
instructing people in the beliefs of Adventists. 
When he left the island, most had been converted, 
and everyone was worshipping on Saturday.

Returning to California, Tay aroused Advent
ist interest in Pitcairn Island, and the General 
Conference voted to build a ship to facilitate 
missionary travel in the South Seas. A 100-foot 
schooner named Pitcairn was dedicated and set 
sail on 20 October, 1890.5 The ship arrived at 
Pitcairn on 25 November, and after three weeks of 
intensive instruction 82 adults were baptized and
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the first Seventh-day Adventist church was or
ganized in the Pacific.6 H. L. Shapiro comments 
that “the entire community was baptized, and a 
rich fare of theology was easily digested by the 
communicants.”7 When the mission ship sailed 
for Tahiti on 17 December three islanders, James 
R. McCoy, his sister Mary Anne, and Haywood 
Christian, were on board as the first indigenous 
Adventist missionaries in the South Pacific.8 
Their presence enabled American Adventist mis
sionaries to have a greater impact, particularly on 
Norfolk Island, where Jane Quintal, McCoy’s 
sister, opened her home for Gates to preach the 
first Adventist sermon. James McCoy’s mission
ary experience contributed in giving him a new 
sense of purpose, direction, and leadership.9 
When the mission ship returned to Pitcairn in 
1892, having visited the major Polynesian Is
lands, Norfolk Island, Australia, and New Zeal
and, the leader declared:

We need a training school on Pitcairn... These young 
people can do a great work in the South Pacific. They can 
go as missionaries to other islands, but they need train
ing. And for that they need a teacher.10
Gates began a school on Pitcairn in 1892 with 

a curriculum that concentrated on Bible, history, 
and grammar. During the 1890s the Pitcairn made 
six voyages to the South Seas carrying successive 
waves of American and national missionaries to 
the Pacific Islands.11

People movements in the South Pacific wit
nessed thousands accepting Christianity, and the 
need for indigenous Christian ministry high



lighted the necessity for theological education. 
Such education evolved slowly. Missionaries, 
including Seventh-day Adventists, initially util
ised the home as the centre for theological train
ing. Eventually schools with an emphasis on the
ology were established in most Pacific countries. 
Early Adventist theological educational methods 
and approaches paralleled that of most Pacific 
Protestant churches.

Like many other mission organizations, Ad
ventists developed Australia and New Zealand as 
home bases for Pacific operations.

The spread of Adventism across the Pacific in 
only 22 years is remarkable, particularly in view 
of the fact that the Australasian Union Conference 
took over the superintendency for mission ad
vancement in 1901 with a membership of only

3,000.12 We must recognize, however, that con
solidation of Adventism in much of Melanesia 
and all of Micronesia did not occur until after the 
second world war.

It is not surprising therefore that Adventism in 
the Pacific, with limited financial and human 
resources, took time to establish itself in some 
Pacific cultures. The Adventist church in the 
United States possessed far greater resources than 
the Australasian church, and when the Pacific 
region was given to the Australasian church in 
1901 it experienced this loss. The Pitcairn that 
had plied the Pacific for 10 years no longer serv
iced the small missionary force with literature, 
supplies, or human resources. This situation had 
its psychological impact on expatriate missionar
ies as well as new converts. The question was “Is
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Adventism going to survive in the Pacific without 
its own transportation link?” Survive it did. 
However, there was obviously a period of adjust
ment and perhaps waning of influence experi
enced by those on the defunct Pitcairn route.

Due to the smallness of Oceania’s islands, the 
vast distances separating them, and “their com
paratively sparse populations, mission stations 
tend to be more isolated from the rest of the world 
than are those even in ‘darkest Africa.’ ”13 There
fore, most denominations, except the Anglican 
church, educated their converts for church work 
in their own cultural context. Like other denomi
nations, Seventh-day Adventists prepared indige
nous converts for church work in their own island 
context. Very few Seventh-day Adventists ven
tured outside their familiar cultural environment 
for education; those who did attended Healdsburg 
College in California or Avondale College in New 
South Wales.

Adventist theological education followed the 
east-west pattern established by the London 
Missionary Society and Methodists, except in the 
Western Pacific where Seventh-day Adventists 
advanced in the following order: Papua (1908), 
New Hebrides (1912), Solomon Islands (1914), 
Bougainville (1924), New Caledonia (1925), 
New Guinea (1929), Gilbert and Ellis (1947).

Pioneer Adventists invested heavily in person
nel and financial resources to establish educa
tional foundations during this period for what has 
become one of the largest independent school 
systems in Oceania. In 1918 missionaries had 
established a small chain of “missionary schools” 
for training indigenous gospel workers for the 
Pacific. This chain developed into a system that 
in 1984 operated 198 primary schools, 15 high 
schools, and three colleges. In 1984 a total of 
14,468 students were attending these schools.14 
Bible remains the essential core of the curriculum 
for Pacific Adventist education, which has edu
cated thousands of Pacific Islanders. Children, 
grandchildren, and great-grandchildren of those 
educated have occupied and occupy important 
government, private, and church positions. In
vestment in theological education therefore has 
reaped beneficial dividends for families and the 
church.

By 1918 most island clusters from Pitcairn to 
Papua New Guinea boasted at least one Protestant 
training school. These schools provided a general 
education, often with an industrial and agricul
tural bias, but curricula emphasis was theologi
cal.15 The purpose of the schools was not merely 
to provide general education but to produce stu
dents who could preach and teach in their own 
cultural environment and serve as missionaries 
abroad. Between 1892 and 1918 Adventists 
opened schools in all major island groups be
tween Pitcairn Island and Fiji, as well as a home 
school in the Solomons, and a small one in Papua. 
Their curriculum of general education, practical 
industrial skills, and theology, was much like 
other Protestant schools except for doctrinal dif- 
ferences.With Adventist interest in healthful liv
ing, health education was emphasized, particu
larly on Pitcairn. Centralized theological educa
tion for most Protestant churches did not emerge 
until after the second world war.16

By 1918 most Christian villages had their own 
pastor-teachers who were usually nonordained
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congregational leaders. The pastor-teacher be
came a highly respected village leader. Exact 
statistics are elusive for 1918, but estimates would 
suggest that between five and six thousand indige
nous spiritual leaders served their Pacific 
churches with less than half a percent o f that 
number ordained.17

Many early Pacific traders and the occasional 
missionary lived somewhat dissolute lives.1* 
Adventists sailed into the region proclaiming 
abstinence from alcohol and smoking, and advo
cating a healthy, balanced life-style. This harmo
nious integration of the physical, mental, social, 
and spiritual became the hallmark of Adventist 
education and life-style.19 Part of that life-style,



unfortunately, meant Westernization, evidenced 
by early photographs of male converts living in 
tropical conditions dressed in heavy woollen 
suits. Nevertheless, a result of early Adventist 
education throughout the Pacific is the clean liv
ing and healthy life-style practiced by most Pa
cific Adventists today.

Although Adventists were the first missionar

ies to take Christianity to Pitcairn Island, Atchin,20 
and the first to enter portions of Papua New 
Guinea,21 they recognize with gratitude and re
spect all Christian missionaries for other denomi
nations who pioneered the major portion of the 
Pacific for Christ. These men and women, expa
triate and indigenous, achieved great success.

It appears Adventists institutionalized too

Adventists Lead South Pacific Governments
by Raymond L. Coombe

A t least 20 Seventh-day Adventists in the 
South Pacific are politicians and mem

bers of the national parliament, with several holding impor
tant ministries in the cabinet. Scores are serving in local 
provincial governments, one as a Premier. Many more hold 
important responsibilities in high positions of the public 
civil service. While I know of no Adventists in federal or 
state politics in Australia or New Zealand, in the recently 
independent island nations of the South Pacific Adventists 
are participating in a sense of national pride and a growing 
consciousness of social and civic responsiblity.

Why have so many Adventists entered public life? One 
reason is the high ratio of membership to population. For 
the island territories as a whole the ratio is down to 1 in 42, 
going as low as one in nine for the Western Solomon Islands 
Mission.

Another reason for the prominence of Adventists in 
government is the strong emphasis given to education in the 
100 years since Adventists founded a training school on 
Pitcairn Island. Many of the brightest and most promising 
graduates from post-secondary tertiary institutions, such as 
Fulton and Sonoma Colleges, and from secondary schools, 
did not stay in denominational employment for long, but 
found employment and wider experience “outside the 
work,” including standing for elective office.

Thirdly, Adventist involvement in health and temper
ance, education, women’s affairs, Adventist Development 
and Relief and youth programs have meant that members 
have had the kind of experience that allows them to rise 
quickly to the top of service departments in the island gov
ernments.

In 1986, the president of the South Pacific Division, 
Walter Scragg, decided the church should sponsor seminars 
in the three Union Mission territories for Adventists in
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government. Almost 70 Adventists in government and 
politics attended three seminars. The first was held in Suva, 
Fiji. The second seminar was conducted in Honiara, capital 
of the Solomon Islands, and the third in Port Moresby for 
Papua New Guinea. Another series of seminars is now 
planned for 1989. Adventists at these seminars indicated a 
keen sense of commitment and individual responsibility. 
They made it clear that they want the church to be more 
vocal on moral and ethical issues which face these develop
ing countries. While the level of commitment to the church 
varies among Adventist politicians, many are involved in 
the church, and some are zealously evangelistic.

In the Cook Islands two Adventists are prominent 
members of Parliament, one being the Minister of Educa
tion and Public Service, and the other the leader of the 
House. Manuela Puna has been Clerk of Parliament in the 
Cook Islands since 1980, a position of considerable impor
tance in the British parliamentary system inherited from 
New Zealand. Recently, Manuela gave advice on introduc
ing a bill controlling the sale, advertising, and use of tobacco 
and helped to steer it successfully through the parliament.

Another faithful Adventist, Maine Brown, is the Execu
tive Officer for the Cook Island Government. He frequently 
travels with the Prime Minister as an executive secretary. 
Sometimes there is a problem with Sabbath observance, but 
now the Prime Minister understands his situation and they 
usually locate the nearest Adventist church before Sabbath 
and he isallowed freedom from all engagements. The Prime 
Minister also tells hosts that Maine Brown does not take 
alcohol, tea, or coffee. “Unfortunately,” says Maine, “it is 
embarrassing to come across other Adventists who compro
mise their principles.”

Tonga as a kingdom with the feudal system of nobility, 
does not afford much opportunity for Adventist involve
ment as in the independent democracies. However, several 
church members now fill important public service posi
tions, including Deputy Collector of Customs, a superinten
dent for planning and training in the Ministry of Police, and 
the aide-de-camp for the palace.

Although Seventh-day Adventists hold no political of-



early in some countries, failing to establish a theo
logically educated indigenous following. Where 
Adventists depended on medical institutions such 
as those in the Cook Islands, Samoa, and medical 
activities in Tonga, this appears to have delayed 
church growth and theological education. Where 
Adventists translated and printed literature, 
learned the vernacular, and established schools,

theological education flourished. Countries 
where Adventist missionaries instructed theo
logically, equipping nationals for witnessing and 
missionary work, appear to have rooted in Ad
ventism quickly. Examples include Pitcairn, Fiji, 
and the Solomons. Exceptions include Papua.

John Garrett observes that “diffusion of Chris
tianity has been largely by the contacts of Island-

fice in Western Samoa, a few have responsibilities in public 
service, including an executive in the Prime Minister’s 
office, and the director of finance for the Tokelau Islands.

As a French colonial dependency, Tahiti or French 
Polynesia has limited local participation in government, but 
three Adventists are councillors in the territorial assembly.

Until the military coup in 1987, the independent Com
monwealth country of Fiji had Seventh-day Adventists in 
very prominent government positions. Perhaps the best- 
known were Lavinia and Jim Ah Koy from Suva. Lavinia 
Ah Koy served as secretary to the constitutional conven
tions even before Fiji became an independent country. Not 
coincidentally, the constitution provided that parliament 
not meet on the weekends. Later, she served as secretary to 
the nation’s new parliament and then became secretary to 
the cabinet. Her husband, Jim, has been a member of 
parliament

Other Adventists in high places in Fiji have included: 
Masi Latianara, private executive secretary to the former 
governor general, Ratu Sir Penaia Ganilau; David Picker
ing, the general manager of the Fiji Electricity Authority, 
Minister for Tourism and member for West (Lautoka) in the 
House of Representatives; Dr. Isireli Lasaga who was for
merly registrar for the University of the South Pacific in 
Suva; Josateki Nailati, assistant director in the Ministry of 
Health; and Rusiati Vuli, registrar of the Supreme Court. 
After the military coup and during the time of the interim 
government, many of these folks continued to play very 
important roles during the critical period of political insta
bility. Even in the new Republic of Fiji, Seventh-day 
Adventists are well respected and continue to serve in public 
positions.

The Tuvalu government includes an example of the 
young educated Adventists who have left denominational 
employment and now serve in Government Afaese Ma- 
noah is a departmental head in the Ministry of Finance. He 
was involved in Tuvalu’s Constitution Review Committee 
and contributed to the inclusion of the “Freedom of B elief’ 
clause which is now embodied in Section 23 of the 
Constitution.

In Vanuatu, (formerly New Hebrides) political aware
ness among Adventists is possibly at its height. It was in the 
north on Espiritu Santo, that Jimmy Stevens, a former

Adventist from Tonga, led a rebellion in 1979. Although 
Adventists were not generally involved, many church 
members in the north were somewhat sympathetic and 
disenchanted with the government in the south, led by a 
former Anglican priest, Father Walter Lini. Subsequently, 
while in prison, Jimmy Stevens received Bible studies and 
has counselled all his former followers to accept the Sev
enth-day Adventist mission. Although the church contin
ues to maintain strict neutrality, before the November 1987 
election, a whole new political party called the New 
People’s Party was formed, consisting primarily of young 
Seventh-day Adventists. Interestingly enough, in the out
come of the election, five Adventists who actually gained 
seats in the National Parliament represented three different 
political parties. Only one is in the governing Vanuaku 
Party, the other four are in the opposition. Many others are 
inolved in local government authorities.

In the Solomon Islands Seventh-day Adventists are 
also assuming a greater profile in public life. Four Seventh- 
day Adventists are currently members of the national parlia
ment, and all hold important ministries in the Cabinet, 
including Education, Telecommunication, Aviation and 
Transport, Agriculture and Land. Almost 20 others are 
members of provincial assemblies. In the Western Province 
10 out of the 30 seats are held by Adventists. Jonathan Paia, 
a faithful Adventist in Honiara, is secretary to the Prime 
Minister. Recently, some brutal killings led the cabinet to 
consider reintroduction of the death penalty, and Adventist 
politicians urged the church to offer guidance on the issue.

The political scene in Papua New Guinea is constantly 
changing. Prior to last year’s national elections no fewer 
than 14 members of the National Parliment were listed as 
Seventh-day Adventists, and some 20 others were members 
of provincial governments. At times, some have held 
cabinet ministries and it is well known in Papua New Gui
nea that just before his death, Deputy Prime Minister Mr. 
Iambaki Okuk, (a radical highlander) accepted the Advent
ist faith, the faith of his wife.

With so many Adventists leading their nations, the 
principles of religious freedom and tolerance, the need for 
justice and fairness in the exercise of power, and the 
importance of maintaining the separation of church and 
state are vital as never before.



ers with Islanders in everyday life.”22 The chapel 
at Pacific Theological College is dedicated to Pa
cific Island missionaries who witnessed for God 
and their churches in foreign island territories.23 
More than 1,000missionaries plus their wives and

families are recorded. Hundreds more left then- 
own tribes to evangelize other tribes.

By 1987,97 years after the first indigenous Pa
cific Island ministers were appointed, there were 
146,125 adult baptized members.
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