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Introduction
The ecumenical history of the Pacific churches cannot be studied independent
of the socio-political history of the region. The socio-political matrix of the
Pacific during the 1960s, a time when the ecumenical voyage in the Pacific
gained momentum, was defined and shaped by a strong anti-colonial vision
and a movement for self-determination. It was in such a decisive political
context the churches in the Pacific strived to discern and appropriate the spirit
of ecumenism in the Oceanic context. Right from the beginning of its
ecumenical voyage, Christianity in the Oceanic Islands has been consciously
attempting to redefine ecumenism from the Pacific itulagi, its ‘side of the
horizons’ (Vaai 2017), delving deeper into its own distinctive oceanic terms
and vocabularies to reflect resilience within the colonial and post-colonial
oceanic experiences. In this voyage of self-determination and radical
resilience of the Pacific peoples, the place of the Pacific Theological College
Islander Missionaries Memorial Chapel (IMMC) is so significant and hence
its voice be heard. In the Pacific worldview, houses do speak. They tell the
stories of the culture and people that occupy it, including activities and
responsibilities that sustain it. By walking in a house, we are walking through
its language and its world of mystery. And it is up to us to capture its
symbolism of being and purpose or we lose it to the dominant human-centric
discourse.

However, the popular historical accounts of the Pacific ecumenism either
ignore the significance of IMMC as the house or represent it as a mere
missional monument of the Pacific churches. As Michel Foucault points out,
while exposing the modernist abuse of history, “…in our time, history is that
which transforms documents into monuments” (1972, 7), the historians of
Pacific Christianity, through their treatment of the historical documents, have
represented IMMC as a missional monument. This article attempts to
problematise such historical displacement and representation of the chapel and
demands a newer perspective that explores how this House can finally speak
as a symbol of decolonisation, resilience, and solidarity towards changing
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the dominant narratives of ecumenism and re-framing a new story of the



Household of God in the Pacific. In order to do that the article problematises
the dominant colonial and imperial notions of ecumenism and briefly discusses
the historical efforts of the churches in the global south, and particularly in the
Pacific, to decolonise such dominant notions of oikoumene. It locates the
beginning of IMMC within such historical struggle for self-determination and
decolonisation in the Pacific and explores how the history and symbolism of
this memorial missionary House demand a change of perspective in re-storying
ecumenism in the Pacific.

Decolonial Interpretative Framework of the Pacific Ecumenical History In
the forgoing Pacific Journal of Theology (Issue 58), Aisake Casimira reminded
us about the problematic colonial ‘interpretative framework’ that guided most
of  the written historical accounts of the Pacific Theological College. He
cautioned  that such framework of history “is no longer adequate” because it
“does not  capture the dynamics and intricacies of Pacific people’s history
worldviews in its  interpretation of the historical data” (Casimira 2020, 27).
Taking incentive from  Tevita Havea, the moderator of the Pacific Conference
of Churches, especially  from his speech at the PCC General Assembly in
2018, Casimira reiterates that  we need to re-story our ecumenical story having
‘spiritual, cultural and self determination’ as the fundamentals. His article
urges a re-storying of the Pacific  ecumenical stories challenging the readers to
break the colonial framework of  history and demand a decolonial
interpretative framework to the hermeneutics  of history that is rooted in and
guided by the experiential grassroots worldviews  of the Pacific people. It is
the contention of this article that the history of the  PTC chapel, as being a
distinct part of the larger history of the College as an  ecumenical expression of
the Pacific people, should also be reframed within  such a decolonial
framework.

On the occasion of the celebration of the 55th Anniversary of PTC, a plan for a
full renovation of the college chapel was undertaken. The renovation meant
not only a physical/architectural makeover of the chapel building but also a
restoration of its historical, ecumenical and theological significance. With that
intent, a search for a documented history of the chapel began. However, it
became swiftly evident that for the historians of ecumenism in the Pacific, the
chapel did not signify anything more than a worship place or a missional
monument. Even the so-called ‘fundamental historical texts’ on the Pacific
Church history, like that of John Garrett’s three volumes on the histories of
Pacific churches, have thinly reported on the chapel with only a passing
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reference or an appendage (See Garrett 1982, 1992, 1997). It is interesting to
note that his one single reference to the chapel in the entire three volumes
signifies the way how historians reduced the importance of this memorial
House to a mere triumphalist missional monument. While narrating about the
Pacific island missionaries who studied at PTC in the late 1960s he states that
“a list of Pacific Islander missionaries on the Holy Table reminded students of
the continuing opportunity for mission further west” (1997, 333). In this
account the chapel serves as a mere missional monument that is said to have
reminded the future leaders of the Church/Pacific of their missionary calling to
undertake an ‘expansionist’ missionary enterprise! How legitimate is such an
imperial interpretation of the historical data? Does this interpretation subscribe
to the wisdom of the Pacific ecumenical leaders who thoughtfully envisioned
a memorial for the Islander missionaries? Does it capture the worldview and
vision of the Pacific people who were making tireless efforts to redefine their
Pacific identity within a (post)colonial reality? To answer these questions, we
need to first of all challenge the colonial worldviews and interpretative
frameworks of the hermeneutics of history of ecumenism that are evident in
the  existing historical narratives.

The colonial hermeneutics of history is predominantly based on a colonial
interpretation of the ‘facts’ and ‘evidences’ found in and about the colonised
by a colonial interpretative framework. This framework is cultivated especially
within the so-called ‘written word’ where ‘truth’ is normally fixed. Vilsoni
Hereniko from Rotuma reflected on how oral history in the Pacific is often
downplayed by the school of thought that centralises the notion of ‘one truth’
or ‘historical facts’. This movement inevitably “encourages the view that there
is but one truth, and this truth can be discovered in rigorous research” and
because the written word is more reliable than oratory, “the historian who has
access to all the written sources and can interpret them accurately can find that
one truth” (Hereniko 2000, 85). As a result, one can interpret the history of a
community even without setting foot on its soil. Therefore, to widen the
horizon of facts to include a multiplicity of sources and relational dynamics
fundamental to the worldview of grassroots orality is often perceived as a
threat to the one truth (Vaai 2020, 40-56). Talking about the problem of
colonial ‘scientific’ way of constructing the history of the ‘other’ in the
context of Papua New Guinea, Bill Ashcroft rightly observes, “The scientific
languages are particularly dangerous in constructing universal realities”
because they constitute reality as objectively given. They frame and delimit



the people and cultures they purport to describe (2009, 128). Elsewhere,
addressing the colonial history projects of the Pacific

6 The Pacific Journal of Theology
that produce stereotypes, he argues, “This habit of stereotypical depiction of
the inhabitants, disregarding their actual humanity, was common in all colonial
discourse…” (2017, 165). What is made to forget in such colonial projects of
history is the fact that every depiction and interpretation within the world of
the written word is an invention based on a perspective. History, thus,
becomes an intentional invention. As fiction is an invention of a story-teller,
history is also equally an invention of a historian. What then is the place of
‘truth/s’ in history? Michel Foucault’s assertion of ‘fictioning of history’
should be taken seriously here to respond to this question. Foucault argues,
“One ‘fictions’ history on the basis of a political reality that makes it true, one
‘fictions’ a politics not yet in existence on the basis of a historical truth”
(Foucault 1980, 193). He does not claim that truth/s is/are absent in a
historical account. Rather he emphasises on the possibility for fiction to
function as historical truth/s. Thus, it is the functional nature of the historical
narrative that makes re-storying of history a spiritual, ethical and thus a
theological act.

Foucault, like any other postmodernists, rejects a Euro-Christian-colonial
worldview that sees history within an ‘inevitability’ framework treating
historical events as uncontrolled inevitable happenings or divinely orchestrated
missional mandates. He advocates the view that history is what we make of it
(Foucault 1980, 194-195). Postmodernist and postcolonial historians, who
follow Foucault’s position, believe that “historical facts are inaccessible,
leaving the historian to his or her imagination and ideological bent to
reconstruct what happened in the past” (Windschuttle 1996, 151). As a result,
the idea of ‘divine-plan-historicism’ or ‘inevitability’ framework of history is
vehemently interrogated, critiqued and even opposed. Such a strong theoretical
positioning challengingly invites any historian to see that each historical
period has its own truth-claims and knowledge systems and individuals are
unavoidably entangled within these systems. Historical narratives have
constructed such truth and knowledge to persuade the “others.” Such narratives
need not correspond to reality, for the historian constructs his/her own reality
in such a way as to give someone power over others. Inverting that reality as
God’s missional plan and that we have to abide to it, a Church historian, in
particular, tends to reduce all the socio-political trajectories that were involved



in the process of Christianisation in the context of “other” into a mere ‘divine
plan.’ Such interpretations legitimise a destructive domination system within
history sealed by the powerful pretexts: ‘inevitability,’ ‘will of God’, ‘Divine
Plan’ or ‘missional mandate.’ The history of ecumenism is not free from such a
privileged system as it is generally accepted that ecumenism is God’s will and
gift to humanity (Anisi and Casimira 2017, 13). Therefore, it is important to
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revisit the history of ecumenism from a Pacific postcolonial perspective, that
would enable us to relocate the ecumenical history of IMMC in a decolonised
space.

Ecumenism as a Colonial and Imperial Project: A Brief Survey The idea of
ecumenism had never been innocent in the history of Christianity  for it is
borrowed and relied heavily on the imperial implication of the idea of
oikoumene. Barbara Rossing, in her work on redefining ecumenism, brings the
historical fact that “by the first century BCE Rome laid claim to the
Oikoumene”  (2003, 76). Historian Claude Nicolet finds that in the works of
Greek historian  Polybius (150 BCE), the geographical claims about the
oikoumene were  essentially political. He quotes Polybius: “All the known
parts of the oikoumene  have come under the domination of Rome” (1991, 11).
These studies have  shown a number of examples of the use of the term
oikoumene in the Roman  Empire reflecting imperial perspectives and its
association with the Empire.  These historical examples make it evident that in
the Roman times, the word  oikoumene was used as a synonym for the Roman
Empire. The Roman world  being the oikoumene was seen as a civilised world
whereas the colonised lands  and people were seen as the ‘uncivilised.’ Pablo
Richard, a Chilean scholar,  makes this political reading of oikoumene as
Rome: “The inhabited world, or  oikoumene, is not all the earth, but the world
that is organized and controlled  by the Roman Empire. Everything else is the
world of the barbarians” (Richard  1995, 61). Hence Rome saw oikoumene, its
colonial ‘mission’, as a ‘civilising’  mission. K.M. George, an Indian Christian
theologian, argues that the Roman  Empire undertook this mission under the
pretext of Pax Romana establishing a  ‘unity’ within the Empire by cutting
through diversities (George 2003, 78-87).

Christianity that grew in the context of the Roman Empire inherited the Roman
imperial idea of oikoumene in its ecclesial life. It is quite evident in the history
of Christianity that from the first ecumenical council of Nicaea, Christianity



consistently maintained religious legitimacy of the Empire. Since Emperor
Constantine, Christianity changed its status, “no longer as a persecuted body
but the imperial religion” (Behr, 2004, 61). The ensuing ecumenical councils,
that were convened by the Roman emperors, established religious hegemony
of the empire at that time. Christian faith was legitimised by the Roman
Empire in those ‘ecumenical councils’ as an obligatory state religion to
express loyalty to the empire. And moreover, these councils were called as
ecumenical within the given dominant imperial definition of oikoumene. For
example, as Robert Grant rightly points out, “The council of Nicaea was
ecumenical only in the
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sense that the participants came from the Roman world….” (Grant 1975, 1). It
was very evident that the early ecumenical councils created an undeniable link
between the church’s use of the word ecumenical and Rome’s claims over the
oikoumene. Jaroslav Pelikan explains this link clearly when he says, “That
extension of the ‘apostolic council’ to a position of universal authority created
the concept of the ‘ecumenical council,’ with ‘ecumenical’ here taking the
double meaning of ‘for the general church as a whole’ and ‘imperial in scope
and in authority’….” (Pelikan 1987, 26).

The modern colonial rhetoric and technologies reflect such an imperial idea of
oikoumene in the Western colonisation of the non-West under the pretext of
‘civilising’ mission. The Western Christian missionary flow to the non-Western
world benefited the colonial ecumenical project of the Western empires. With
an integral association with the Western military forces, Christianity spread the
idea of oikoumene in Asia, Latin America, Africa and the Pacific by the
colonial project called conversion to ‘one’ belief system. Such a colonial
project was legitimised by an imperial idea of the providence of God to
‘civilise’ the non Western world. This civilisation, with its many strands, has
also shaped how Pacific islanders perceive ecumenism as something from the
West, which has nothing to do with dynamics of relationships and perspectives
of the grassroots communities. For example, the Roman claims over the
oikoumene was well reflected in many colonial conversion projects, including
in the Pacific. Such notions could be found in the modern ecumenical
movements as well (See, for  a detailed study on this, Jathanna 2020).

Ecumenism as the Household of God: The Pacific Subversion of Imperial
Oikoumene



The early modern ecumenical gatherings, especially in the first half of the
twentieth century, deliberated theologically on being Christ-centred and
church-centred. Ecumenical theologies vehemently attempted to universalise
Christ and proclaimed that the universal nature of Christ would appropriate
him to all other cultures of the world. Hence the universality of Christ and the
Christian gospel were passionately affirmed. Therefore, the unity among
Christian denominations was sought, mainly to achieve carrying the gospel “to
evangelize the world in this generation” (Raiser 2002, 1119).

However, this imperial outlook to the theology of oikoumene saw a radically
subversive shift mainly in the second half of the twentieth century, especially
in the (post)colonial contexts. Thanks to the World-War political scenario that
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paved the way for freedom movements across the world. It impacted on global
Christianity in general and Christianity in the non-Western world in particular.
Especially, the non-Western Christian communities started to be self-critical
about their lenience to and dependence on the dominant imperial forces,
including Christian missions, and started to be part of the self-determination
movements and the movements of rebuilding independent nations (See for
example Baago 1965). In the Pacific context, as Helen Gardner writes, “the
churches and missions of the Pacific were either explicitly or implicitly
involved in the decolonisation of Pacific Island colonies” (Gardner 2013,
122). Likewise, the formation of the World Council of Churches and other
international and regional ecumenical establishments initiated the discussion
on the Christian role in the formation of a responsible society.1 The Second
Vatican Council, or Vatican II, also had played an important role in the shift in
the understanding  of ecumenism.2

This shift in the theology of oikoumene has to be credited to the decolonising
movements in different parts of the global south. These political and social
discourses shifted the emphasis of ecumenism from ‘Christian unity for
evangelising the world in this generation’ to the idea of freedom and self
determination. It was much evident in the history of the Pacific churches
where oikoumene was redefined as a counter imagination of unity in the
context of colonisation, fragmentation and marginalisation of the indigenous
identities. In this regard, the proposal made in the first assembly of the Pacific
Conference of Churches (PCC) in 1966 for an ecumenical chapel to
memorialise the Islander Missionaries is very significant (PCC 1966). It was



indeed the way the Pacific church leaders envisaged ecumenism as a
collective journey to re-member the indigenous missionaries who were
forgotten and sidelined in the dominant  colonial missionary enterprises.

In the year 2010, PCC affirmed the urgent need for “Re-thinking the
Household of God” focusing on moving “towards sufficiency and solidarity,
inclusiveness and participation” (PCC 2010). The next year, in 2011, PCC
once again reaffirmed its vision for a renewal of ecumenism, while celebrating
its 50th anniversary in Malua Theological College in Samoa. However, in the
following years, the issue of the deterioration of solidarity was raised and
addressed with much rigor and concern. The concern stemmed from the
“seemingly decline in ecumenical solidarity and commitment, hence, dialogue
and action, among the PCC members” (PCC 2015, 3). This deterioration of
solidarity was picked up by the publication Navigating Troubled Waters in
2017. While the study
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did not offer any recommendation for renewal of the underpinning ecumenical
theology, it highlighted issues that led to this deterioration and offered key
recommendations for renewal of ecumenism in the Pacific. In 2017, the Pacific
Church Leaders Meeting took place in Auckland, New Zealand and in Nadi,
Fiji, to review and revitalise the journey of ecumenical movement in the
Pacific. The meetings held that no longer would ecumenism in the Pacific
mean “Unity of the Body of Christ” but the “Household of God in the Pacific”
(PCLM, 2017). This indeed attempted once again to decolonise ecumenism
from the European and the North American churches’ territorial definition,
grounded on their Eurocentric worldview. In the 11th General Assembly of the
Pacific Conference of Churches in the following year, Tevita Havea, in his
address as  Moderator, made this profound statement:

We must script the new story of our ecumenical journey together; it cannot
be otherwise. This is our task, not someone else’s. Today, our mission stories
ought to focus on dismantling today’s dominant single story of the ‘good
life’ which says that our sole purpose in life is economic productivity and
consumption (Havea 2018).

It has to be noted that redefining ecumenism in the Oceania, though Havea
calls it “scripting the new story…dismantling today’s dominant single
story…,” was not a new phenomenon of the twenty-first century. Right from
the beginning of its ecumenical voyage, Christianity in the Oceanic Islands



has been consciously attempting to redefine ecumenism in its own distinctive
Oceanic terms and vocabularies strongly based in the colonial and
postcolonial Oceanic context. If one also incorporates the already established
relationships between Pacific islanders and churches before the Malua 1961
ecumenical conference into the ecumenical story, this would make a
difference in the scripted story. This also challenges the dominant perspective
that ecumenism in the Pacific is a consequence of the global missionary and
ecumenical movements in the global north. This dominant perspective is
pushed by many Pacific historians and theologians including Winston Halapua
who used the metaphor of the afato (worm wood-borer) to explain the
disintegration and fragmentation of Pacific churches until united by the
missionary boards from the global north. Halapua argues that like an afato that
can “live and bore holes in the same wood, but no one afato dares cut its hole
to get in the way of the other borers inside”, Pacific churches in the same
manner tend to “live together but do not know each other”. For Halapua, it is
during the Malua conference 1961 that only revealed that “the Pacific
churches had many good things to share” (Halapua 2004,
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644). The questions that come to mind are, how about the ecclesial and
cultural relationships established way before 1961 that are not clearly
documented by mainstream history? Why is this afatoism coming back to
haunt Pacific ecumenism today? It seems we now ‘know each other but hardly
live together’, perhaps worse than before. Therefore, it is timely that the
Pacific church leaders now strongly fan a renewed ecumenical fire for the sake
of the region.

As some in the Pacific believe, in the post-World War II years “the counter
reaction to colonialism in the Pacific saw the formation and agitation, overtly
in some island nations and covertly in others, of resistance movements that
were, in most cases, intertwined with self-determination objectives” (Anisi and
Casimira 2017, 25). This affirmation called for “the churches to strive toward
greater solidarity, inclusiveness and participation around the issues of justice
and concern to the people of the Pacific. The key aspects of this endeavour
relate to development, peace and security, governance and leadership, climate
change and resettlement, and cultural and social cohesion” (ibid., 15). The
household concept attempts to reunite the oikos triplets of economy, ecology,
and oikonomia stripped by several empires to achieve their own political and
economic agenda (see Vaai 2019). Historians and ecumenical scholars in the



Pacific rightly observe that the PCC’s origin was a response to the
decolonisation process that was happening worldwide at that time. They argue
that the initial ecumenical enthusiasm in the Pacific was strongly connected to
the recent formation of the WCC and the worldwide movement for political
decolonisation and self-determination (See, for a detailed study, Forman 1986).

In the 1960s and 1970s many island nations in the Pacific obtained political
independence. Such decolonisation also resulted in the urge within the
Churches for independent thinking, self-determination, greater cultural
consciousness, and increasing economic regionalism. While talking about the
ecumenical fervor in Vanuatu, for example, Glenine Hamlyn writes, “From the
1950s to the 1970s the churches played a major role in the anti-colonial
movement and in the writing of the constitution. In global and regional
ecumenical encounters, where liberation theology was dominant, these leaders
began to link a theologically grounded call for justice with a political agenda
of self-determination” (Hamlyn 2017, 429). As an offshoot of decolonisation,
the Pacific Theological College, an ecumenical theological institution for the
Protestant Churches in the Pacific, came into being in 1965, and the Pacific
Regional Seminary, for the Catholic Church, in 1972. As the Pacific
delegation in the ecumenical gathering of the ‘Third World’ rightly identified,
the Pacific theologians became more exposed
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to indigenous and contextual theologies with the growing realisation that
theology “is the human response in faith to the living God that can never be
contained in any one tradition of human responses” (Talapusi 1994, 1). As
Anisi and Casimira argue, “[T]his awakening process that was happening
within the churches was also related to the ongoing calls that distinctions be
made and respected between Western and Pacific epistemologies in research
and praxis” (2017, 28).3 As they further show, there has been a change of
concerns within the ecumenical approaches in the Pacific in recent decades
challenged by “the globalisation of cultures and economies [that] threatens
traditional social systems, structures and ethics that act as the key source for
developing Pacific  hermeneutical approaches to ecumenism” (ibid.).

‘Let the House Speak’: IMMC as Symbol of Ecumenical Renewal It is
clear from the exemplary cases discussed above that the ecumenical  journey in
the Pacific is strongly connected to the anti-colonial movements and  the
decolonising attempts of the national/regional/local churches. On the one



hand, ecumenical movement in the Pacific emerged as an inseparable part of
the decolonisation movement that started taking place post-World War II into
the 1960-1990s when many Pacific churches and nations became independent.
On the other hand, such a decolonisation and renewal movement within  the
ecumenical discourse became more intentional in the beginning of the
21stcentury. In this long historical journey, the Eurocentric territorial detention
of the ecumenical discourse was disturbed, questioned and challenged by the
grassroots ecumenical movements in the Pacific. It is in the heart of such a
socio political historical context, we need to relocate the emergence of the
IMMC  that came into being in 1968 as a symbol of ecumenical renewal in the
Pacific.  We need to be reminded that the renewal of ecumenical discourse,
including  the history of the chapel, is a continuation of the forgotten dream of
self determination that began earlier. The following reflections share the
historical  significance of the IMMC in the process of renewal and its relevance
in the  (post)colonial Pacific and the way it challenges and inspires our
understanding  of oikoumene:

1. An Ecumenical Symbol of Decolonisation
The Islander Missionaries Memorial Chapel, as the chapel was originally
named by the Pacific churches, was dedicated on Monday, 9 December 1968,
by Sione ‘Amanaki Havea, the then Principal of Sia-‘a-Toutai Theological
College in Tonga, and the then Chairperson of the Pacific Conference of
Churches. As the name of the chapel indicates, it was consciously meant to
speak of a larger
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movement in the Pacific that ardently demanded the rightful place of the
Pacific Islanders in their own history which had been at stake during the
centuries-long colonialism and its aftermath. It was quite evident in the clarion
call given by the first General Secretary of the Pacific Conference of Churches
Vavae Toma from Samoa, in the first General Assembly of PCC held at Lifou,
in New Caledonia, in 1966. He said: “while we have carefully preserved the
names of the European and American missionaries to the Pacific of last
century, we are in danger of losing for all time the names of many more
Islander missionaries” (Knight 1968, 2). As George Knight, the first principal
of PTC recollected, Toma stressed on the historical fact that in some cases the
Island missionaries “were the first ones to bring the Gospel to the Territories
that no white man had reached. Thus both Tahitians and Tongans brought the
Gospel to Fiji before the  first white man had set foot on its shores” (ibid.).



Throughout the Pacific, the islander missionaries built and started theological
schools, converted grassroots communities, took the gospel to most remote
island communities, the hands, feet, and eyes of the European missionaries on
the ground, even led the movements of resilience when the European
missionaries were called back to Europe as in the case of the Methodist church
in Samoa. Unfortunately, most of these sacrificial services were not
acknowledged, recognised, or documented by the mainstream Pacific history
textbooks that have been written both by Europeans and Pacific islanders. It is
noteworthy that in the year 1996 PTC undertook a much needed task of
documenting the lives and contributions of the Pacific Islander Missionaries.
As a result, came out the book The Covenant Makers. Islander Missionaries in
the Pacific (Munro and Thornley 1996). In fact, the current college vision of
justice enhances the 1960s church leaders’ vision of justice to the Pacific
people’s service and reclaiming their rightful place in the Christian mission
narrative. The chapel speaks of this movement and vision of justice. But this
narrative should not in any way be intended to underrate the equally heroic
sacrificial service of the European missionaries who contributed a lot to the
Pacific household even sometimes at the cost of their lives. Rather it is about
questioning and overturning a dominant colonial narrative that has contributed
to the suppression and non-recognition of similar services offered by
indigenous missionaries, or any indigenous peoples. This is why history is
critical to changing the story. We may say that this chapel is symbolic of this
vision of justice and decolonisation initiated by  our forebears.
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2. A Symbol of Local Grassroots Commitment to the Region The Report of

the First PCC General Assembly in Lifou in 1966 in New  Caledonia recorded
a proposal of a clear plan for the Chapel to be erected and  also a vibrant vision

for the chapel. It was recorded in the Assembly report:

We propose to our member churches that a united effort be made by our
people to provide funds for the building of the college chapel. We suggest
that a special service be held in every village close to 27th June 1967. This
would be an act of thanksgiving for the ministry of islanders who have
carried the Gospel across the Pacific. A thanks-offering made at these
services would be sent to the P.T.C. so that the chapel might be a lasting
memorial to our own islanders who were such great evangelists… (The



Pacific Conference of Churches 1966, 4).

Further, as Knight records that the vision of these church leaders was that
“[t]he names of the indigenous missionaries would then be laid up in the
Chapel, which would become their memorial…It is gratifying that the names
of the Roman Catholic indigenous martyrs and missionaries will be included
on the scroll” as well (Knight 1968, 2). This scroll is in the PTC library though
incomplete. Thus this shift of mindsets in the church complements the self
determination and decolonisation spirit of the 1960s in the Pacific. It also
challenges the popularized history that ecumenical developments including the
establishment of the college is a product of the global missionary movement
and funding agency which the Pacific peoples have less or no contribution in
it. This of course overshadows the home-grown self-determination initiative
and resilience of the Pacific peoples in liberating themselves from a colonial
agenda (Casimira 2020, 15-39). What can be confidently said is that this
chapel was meant to speak as a symbol of resilience and solidarity in
community commitment from the ground to initiate and fund ecumenical
regional projects that contribute to the framing of mission history. It is one of
those that challenges the dependency syndrome often promoted by
mainstream history where Pacific mission cannot work unless funded by
overseas partners. It is also a symbol of relationality between Catholics and
Protestants.

3. A Symbol of Decentralisation of Power
The architecture of the chapel speaks to the relational vision of the Pacific
churches. The octagonal shape with the pulpit and communion table at the
center was designed in such a way that the slide of light from the glass roof at
the center of the chapel would fall on the proclamation of the Word and
celebration of the Eucharist. This speaks to a strong ecumenical spirituality
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of this place rooted in the philosophy that there are multiple cultures, multiple
traditions, and multiple lights that come from different corners of the region
and the world that constitute our being. In other words, it was an embodiment
of the true ecumenical and relational spirit that the Pacific churches
celebrated. The vision is that no one is left out or left behind in this house.
This reminds that decentralising power also connotes “re-membering” the
body of missionaries dis-membered from memory or into distant memory. In
that sense, the chapel should be seen as a relational symbol that brings
together faith and works as maintained in the Pacific itulagi or way of life.



This is the core of the vision of PTC that promotes to celebrate the
interconnectedness of the formal education  and experiential knowledge.

The Pacific churches, having a long-experience of being enslaved by
colonisation, wanted to ensure that this house becomes a symbol of freedom
and decentralisation of power. According to Knight, “being virtually circular,
the chapel will not sport any seats of the mighty” (Knight 1968, 2). It was
envisioned not only that the people who sit in the circular pews enter into a
relational face-to-face encounter with God and with each other, but also
should redeem themselves from the imperial single-might narrative to embrace
multiple lights, from one dimensional to multi-dimensional faith, and from
being individualistic to embrace a neighborly spirit when entering this space.
Hence the chapel as the great equaliser symbolises that all are equals when we
come to the presence of God.

Conclusion
The history and the symbolism of the Islander Missionaries Memorial Chapel
provide vision and hope of why this space should be at the heart of the Pacific
ecumenical journey. Treating this memorial house as a mere “missional
monument” dis-members not only the indigenous leaders of the Pacific, but
also their vision and hope for the Pacific Household of God that is an
all-inclusive, decolonial and decentralised space for the celebration of
multiplicity of life. Allowing the house (chapel) to speak teaches us to value
and acknowledge that this space is not just a chapel. It is a compass of
decolonisation. A powerhouse of self-determination. It powers both the
college and regional ecumenical spiritual journey and the ability to be able to
see and interpret life from different multiple perspectives, especially from the
perspective of those suppressed by colonial conventional ways. Our
ecumenical forebears had vision that this chapel could ignite and shape a
movement to change our mindsets for a new story for the Pacific Household of
God. This is the initial step into redeeming ourselves from
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entrenched colonialism. Into our metanoia moment. Into recognising and
giving credit and respect to those who deserve it. Like the islander
missionaries. Like those who own the land the college is built on―the
Suvavou people. As it is historically evident that what came out of this chapel,
its liturgy, its biblical and theological reflections ignited the passion of
decolonisation, ecumenical commitment, and the decentralisation of theology,



structures, and leadership in order to be faithful to the gospel of Jesus Christ
and it continues to do so even  today.

* Rev. Prof. Dr Upolu Lumā Vaai is the Principal and Professor of Theology
& Ethics, and Dr Gladson Jathanna is Senior Lecturer in the department of
History of Christianity at the Pacific Theological College, Suva.

Endnotes
1 The reports of the Missionary Conferences in Whitby (1947) and in New Delhi
(1961)  flood with such discussions.
2 Jared Wicks presents a detailed study on the theological turn that took place in and
after Vatican II that paved a huge shift in the theologies of ecumenism, especially in
the  Roman Catholic Church. See, Jared Wicks 2018.
3 The authors draw our attention to some examples as foundation for their analysis:
Alexander Mamak and Grant McCall (Eds). 1978. Paradise Postponed: Essays on
Research and Development in the South Pacific. Rushcutters Bay, AU: Pergamon
Press; Epeli Hau‟ofa. 1993. “Our Sea of Islands,” in A New Oceania: Rediscovering
our Sea of Islands. Edited by Eric Waddell, Vijay Naidu, and Epeli Hau‟ofa. Suva:
University of the South Pacific; Larry Thomas. 2006. “VakaVuku: Navigating
Knowledge,” paper presented, Pacific Epistemologies Conference, University of the
South Pacific, Suva,  Fiji, July 3-7.
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