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by Catherine Millard, D.Min.

Henry Opukahaia lived only 26 years, but in that brief
span of time, his life was the vessel used of God to bring Christ-
ianity to countless people in Hawaii. He was orphaned at a
young age when his parents were killed in a tribal contest “to
see which should be the greatest.” Seeking adventure, he and a
friend named Hopu boarded the whaler of Captain Brintnel,
bound for New York in 1808. Befriended by Brintnel, they
followed him home to New Haven, Connecticut.

There they met new Christian
friends, who, together with students
of the college, began teaching them
about the Bible. Within a few years,
Opukahaia had met and received Jesus
Christ as his Lord and Savior. Soon
others began coming from Hawaii,
and again displayed a willingness to
avail themselves of a Christian educa-
tion.

As a result, the American Board of
Commissioners for Foreign Missions
established a school at Cornwall,
Connecticut in 1816 for the sons of
various tribes. There, the basics of
academics and the doctrines and dut-
ies of the Christian religion were
taught them, dispelling their fears and
superstitions. The aim of the school,
as found in its Constitution, was as
follows:

The education, in our coun-
try, of heathen youth, in such
a manner, as with subsequent
professional instruction, will
qualify them to become use-
ful missionaries, physicians,
surgeons, schoolmasters or
interpreters and to communi-
cate to the heathen nations
such knowledge in agricul-
ture and the arts, as may
prove the means of promot-
ing Christianity and civiliza-
tion.

Henry is Burdened for His Lost Hawaiian People

Opukahaia, who was nurtured at the school, was filled with
thanksgiving to Almighty God and His people. He was moved
to compassion, and burdened for his Hawaiian people, who
remained in the gross darkness of a heathen and superstitious
society. In his new and unpolished English, he verbalized the
deep sentiments of his heart in his inimitable, guileless manner:
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God will carry through his work for us | do not
know what will God do for my poor soul. |
shall go before God and also before Christ. |
hope the Lord will send the Gospel to the hea-
then land, where the words of the Savior never
yet had been. Poor people! Worship the wood
and stone, and shark and almost everything
their god. The Bible is not there, and heaven
and hell, they do not know
about it... O what a wonderful
thing is that the hand of the
Divine Providence has brought
me from the heathenish dark-
ness where the light of Divine
truth never had been. And here
I have found the name of the
Lord Jesus in the Holy Scrip-
tures, and have read that His
Blood was shed for many. O
what a happy time | have now,
while my poor friends and rela-
tions at home, are perishing
with hunger and thirsty, want-
ing of the Divine mercy and
water out of the wells of salva-
tion. My poor countrymen who
are yet living in the region and
shadow of death, without
knowledge of the true God, and
ignorant of the future world,
have no Bible to read, no Sab-
bath. | often feel for them in
the night season, concerning
the loss of their souls. May the
Lord Jesus dwell in my heart,
and prepare me to go and spend
the remaining part of my life

Lord, but thy will be done.

] . God Hears Opukahaia’s Prayers for
the Salvation of His People

That God heard the intercession of his heartfelt cries into the
night became evident, though not as one might expect. In 1819
the Lord saw fit to take Henry home: he died of typhoid fever
in Connecticut, having never seen the fulfillment of his desires
to witness his people Christianized.

A Missionary Team Is Formed

But that very year, a missionary team, composed of both
Americans and Hawaiians, was to be dispatched to Hawaii to
begin the work Opukahaia had longed to do. On the occasion
of the ordination of the two missionaries, Reverend Hiram
Bingham and Reverend Asa Thurston, to the Sandwich Islands
(Hawaii), the sermon preached was based on the text Joshua
13:1: “And there remaineth yet very much land to be pos-
sessed.”



The Ordination Farewell Sermon Preached

Following is an excerpt from that sermon which shows the
zeal Henry Opukahaia had imparted to the Christians in Con-
necticut:

...But | cannot do less than avert to some of the
prominent indications, that the time, even the set
time to favor the Sandwich Islands is come. Whence
originated the design of sending them the Gospel?
Why are we assembled here today? “It is the Lord’s
doing, and marvelous in our eyes.” To Him it be-
longs to bring good out of evil and light out of dark-
ness...But where is your elder brother? Ah! Opukahaia
cannot go with you to Owhyhee. He will not, how-
ever, forget you. Perhaps, if you should prove stead-
fast in the faith, he may look down and smile upon
you from heaven. Possibly, he may even be permit-
ted to visit you, though unseen; to strengthen you in
the hour of temptation, and to whisper consolation
to your souls in seasons of despondence. From a
land of Bibles and Sabbaths and churches, where
you have been nurtured and instructed in Christian
charity; where you have enjoyed the prayers and
counsels of the wise and good; and where some of
you hope that you have been made savingly ac-
quainted with the Lord Jesus Christ, you are going
back to that land of idols and darkness, from
whence you came...

The Missionaries Arrive in Hawalii

Arriving on March 30, 1820, they first sighted the beautiful
Mauna Kea mountains summit above the clouds. Opukahaia’s
two friends, Hopu and Honolii, together with one of the mis-
sionaries, were sent by boat to find out from the natives about
the state of the islands, and the whereabouts of their king. How
wonderful it was to hear, from these scouts, the exhilarating
news:

Kamehameha is dead - his son Liholiho is king -
the tabus are abolished - the images are destroyed,
the heiaus of idolatrous worship are burned, and the
party that attempted to restore them by force of
arms has recently been vanquished!

Kamehameha I’s Death Paves the Way for Christianity

Kamehameha’s death brought great changes to the island.
Once Hawaii’s powerful ruler, he enforced tabus and the wor-
ship of heathen gods. Head of the Maui nobility, Kaahumanu
exercised sovereignty over many of the chiefs of the islands.
Kamehameha had instructed his son, Liholiho, to reinforce the
idolatry and tabus of Hawaii. However, upon his father’s death,
Liholiho chose to abolish all tabus and religious laws, in order
to promote life free from restraints. The worship of idols was
forbidden, but the personal beliefs of the Hawaiians and their
superstitious fear of the volcano, the spirits of the dead, the
bones of their monarchy, and their kini of gods, that is, 40,000
deities to whom they were fruitlessly appealing, were expected
to be slowly extinguished.

Far removed from Liholiho’s mind was any conception of
God’s perfect plan for Hawaii, but his actions were the an-
swers to Opukahaia’s fervent prayers for the salvation of his
people! Liholiho was but preparing the way for Christianity
to be introduced, embraced and readily accepted by the is-
landers, whose eyes were subsequently opened to the truth of
the gospel message.

A Letter from Kaumualii Shows
His Belief in the Value of Christianity

In this regard, Hiram Bingham quotes a moving letter
from the King of Kauai. After three months of instruction, he
wrote to him as leader of the missionary band, expressing his
delight and gratitude to the missionaries who had “come to
do him good,” and his recognition of what had been done for
his son, George:

Dear friend, | feel glad that your good people come
to do me good. I thank you. I love them. I give them
eat, drink, and land to work on. I thank all American
folks, they give my son learning. He know how to
to read, write all America books. | feel glad he
come home. He long time in America. | think he
dead. But some man speak “no.” | very glad you
good people. | love them. | do them good. | hope
you do good Hawaii, Oahu and all the islands.
Accept this from you friend, Tamoree
Kaumualii

The openness of the monarchy in allowing the people to
be instructed in reading and Christian education was a direct
result of the confidence and respect they maintained for the
missionaries. That summer, King Kaumualii wrote this sim-
ple letter in his limited English to the secretary of the Ameri-
can Board, expressing his belief in the value of Christianity
and its educational impact upon his people:

July 28th, 1820

Dear Friend: | wish to write a few lines to you to
thank you for the good book you was so kind as to
send my son. | think it is a good book, one that God
gave us to read. | hope all my people will soon read
this, and all other good books. | believe that my
idols are good for nothing, and that your God is the
only true God - the one that made all things. My
idols | have hove away - they are no good they
fool me — they do me no good. I gave them cocoa-
nuts, plantains, hogs, and good many things, and
they fool me at last. Now | throw them all away. |
have done now. When your good people learn me, |
worship your God. | feel glad your good people
come here to help us. We know nothing. | thank you
for giving my son learning. | thank all America people.
Accept this from you friend, King Tamoree
Kaumualii



A Christian School Established in Honolulu

Mrs. Bingham established a Christian school in Honolulu.
After three months, it had an enrollment of 40 students, who
attended a five-to-six-hour school day. A very exciting aspect
of this school was the zealous recitation of these majestic truths
by 40 little Hawaiian students each morning, in their own lan-
guage, in one accord:

In the beginning, God created the heavens and
the earth. Jehovah is in heaven, and He is every-
where. Jesus Christ, the good Son of God, died
for our sins. We must pray to Jehovah, and love
His Word. God loves good men, and good men
love God.

The Prayers of Henry Opukahaia Answered

The agility and talent displayed by the Hawaiians, their abil-
ity to understand and rapidly master lessons in Christian educa-
tion, were further proofs of God’s providential answer to the
prayers of Henry Opukahaia and his Hawaiian fellow-
believers.

Sabbath school instruction grew by leaps and bounds. One
of the lessons consisted of reading and interpreting the moving
Memoirs of Henry Opukahaia, which caused many of the stu-
dents to weep with conviction and repentance.

The Bible, the Ten Commandments,
And Prayer Taught to the Students

The students also learned the Ten Commandments, Cate-
chism for children, and other priceless gems through oral reci-
tation and memorization, prior to the Bible and other books
being prepared in their language. They often practiced these
lessons, rehearsing them to others. Thus they were enlightened
about God, the soul, heaven and eternal rewards - the great
pivotal doctrines of our faith upon which moral excellence and
Christian civilization is based. These, in turn, produced pos-
itive, abiding results in the lives of the people and their society.

Princess Kapiolani, a Christian,
Defies Pele, False Goddess of Volcanoes

One of the fascinating evidences of the monarchy’s conver-
sion to Christianity, is that of Princess Kapiolani, daughter of
the Great Chief Keawemauhili. She was one of the noblest
Christians of her time. As an example to her people of the sov-
ereign power of Jehovah God and His Son Jesus Christ, she
defied the dreaded goddess of all volcanoes, Pele, who was
said to inhabit the living crater of Kilauea, on Hawaii island.
In December, 1824, she set about the task of breaking the spell
of false worship in Pele, greatly feared by the Hawaiians, thus
giving her people an object lesson on the powerlessness of their
gods. With 80 persons following her, she journeyed 150 miles
to the crater of Kilauea, most of the way on foot. Approaching
the crater, she was met by the priestess of Pele, who threatened
her with death if she broke the tabus.

Jehovah God the True God of the Universe

“Who are you?” demanded Kapiolani. “One in whom
the goddess dwells,” she replied. In answer to a letter sup-
posedly received from Pele, Kapiolani cited Scripture pas-
sages, showing forth the attributes and sovereignty of the
true God, until the priestess was subdued, and confessed that
Ke Akua, the deity, had left her. The next morning she and
80 followers climbed down to the black ledge, a distance of
about five hundred feet below. There, confronting the erup-
tions of the inner crater, she ate the “sacred” berries, throw-
ing stones into the fiery lake, with the words:

Jehovah is my God. He kindled these fires. |
fear not Pele. If | perish in her anger, then you
may fear Pele; but if I trust in Jehovah, then
you must fear and serve Him alone.

They then united in singing a hymn of praise to the true
God, and knelt in adoration to the Creator and Governor of
the Universe.

Hawaiian History Revolutionized by Christianity

Hawiian history, pertaining to the people and their mon-
archs, was revolutionized by Christianity. Is it little wonder
then, that the official seal of the state of Hawaii bears an im-
print to this truth? Hawaii’s motto, translated, reads:

“The Life of the Land is Preserved in Righteousness.”

This beautiful island state has much to be proud of. The
soul-rending prayers and petitions of Henry Opulahaia, first
Hawaiian Christian, who was burdened for the salvation of
his own people, literally changed the course of Hawaii’s his-
tory; the 1820 missionaries consequently carrying the life-
changing Gospel of Jesus Christ to these distant shores.
(Excerpted from, Great American Statesmen and Heroes, ©
1994 by Catherine Millard).

Hawaii’s first annual “Christian Heritage Week:”
February 12-22, 1994, proclaimed by the Governor.





