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Know ye not that I, the Lord your God, have cre-
ated all men, and that I remember those who are
upon the isles of the sea . . . and I bring forth my
word unto the children of men, yea, even upon
all the nations of the earth? —2 Nephi 29:7

IIn the central Pacific Ocean lie three chains of
tropical atolls (narrow, coral islands which sur-
round a lagoon) that make up the island na-

tion of Kiribati.1 These islands, also known as the
Gilbert Islands, are primarily inhabited by Micro-
nesians. Archaeological evidence suggests that
Austronesian-speaking people first settled Kiri-
bati prior to the first century AD. Groups of Poly-
nesians intermingled with the I-Kiribati (natives of
Kiribati) roughly six hundred years ago.2 Today
there are approximately 100,000 I-Kiribati inhab-
iting twenty of the thirty-three islands in the
country.3 Roughly one third of the people live on
the capital island of Tarawa.4 Nearly all federal
government buildings and most schools are lo-

cated on Tarawa. Although the Kiribati populous
is small, the islands span an area of water com-
parable in size with the continental United States.
Kiribati straddles the equator with the 180-de-
gree meridian line running directly through the
center of the country. The climate remains hot
year-round due to its central position in the Pa-
cific Ocean. I-Kiribati rely on rainfall and land
wells for drinking and bathing water. Even
though rain falls regularly, the nation can experi-
ence droughts for several months.

Christianity came to Kiribati in the mid-
1800s. The first Protestant missionaries to serve
in Kiribati, Hiram Bingham Jr. (son of the
renowned Hawaiian missionary, Hiram Bingham)
and his wife, Minerva Clarissa, were sent by the
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign
Missions in 1857.5 Bingham organized a school
and a church on the island of Abemama. His lin-
guistic talents were evident as he soon learned
the Kiribati language, created the Kiribati alpha-
bet using Roman letters, compiled a Kiribati-
English dictionary, and wrote several other
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grammar books. Bingham explained
his purpose for printing these
books: “[That they] may in some
measure assist in the acquisition of
the language by such of his country-
men as may be called to preach
Christ and Him crucified to a people
sunken in darkness and supersti-
tion.”6 Bingham’s crowning linguis-
tic achievement was his translation
of the Bible.7

In later years, Samoan pastors
from the London Missionary Society
came to the Gilbert Islands and
helped solidify Protestantism. The re-
sult was the formation of the Gilbert
Islands Protestant Church (GIPC),
currently called the Kiribati Protestant Church
(KPC). While the Protestants established them-
selves firmly in the southern Gilbert Islands, the
Catholics were obtaining strongholds in the
northern Gilberts. As a result of these early mis-
sionary efforts, today the majority of I-Kiribati are
either Catholic or KPC.8 Although Christianity
has been in Kiribati since 1857, The Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was not officially
established there until 1977. Though a complete
history of the Latter-day Saints in Kiribati has not
been written, this study provides the most de-
tailed account to date. It summarizes the remark-
able story of how education was the primary
means through which the restored gospel was
carried to the Republic of Kiribati.

AAuurriiaarriiaa KKookkooii AAttaarriiaa 
SScchhooooll ((AAKKAASS))

The British government of the Gilbert Islands
allowed only 5 to 7 percent of all Kiribati elemen-
tary-aged children to attend school. This was an
attempt to prevent the general population from
becoming educated. Only a certain number of
jobs were available to the public in Kiribati, and the
British chose to educate only enough people to fill
the available positions.9 In this atmosphere of

government-curtailed education, Waitea Abiuta,
an experienced teacher and administrator at a
number of schools throughout the Gilbert Islands,
established a small elementary school at Eita,
Tarawa. He wanted to extend the opportunity for
learning to a greater number of I-Kiribati children
who would not otherwise have the chance. Abiuta
named the elementary school Auriaria Kokoi
Ataria School (AKAS) and became its inaugural
principal. The school’s name reflected the histori-
cal and sacred significance of its location. The
land on which Abiuta’s new school was built was
part of a section known as Tabuarorae (the sacred
place). Tradition held that this was where early set-
tlers first landed and lived on Tarawa, and that a
demigod named Auriaria had led them there. The
place became the home of the early ancestral
kings, Kokoi being the most famous.10 Thus Abi-
uta called his school Auriaria Kokoi Ataria for the
god, Auriaria, the ancestral king, Kokoi, and for his
own father, Ataria.11 With the creation of AKAS in
1969, basic education became available to a few
more I-Kiribati children. Between forty and seventy
students who otherwise would not have had the
opportunity for an elementary education, attended
AKAS each year.12 Under the leadership of Abiuta,
students of AKAS were directed towards further
education and a brighter future. 
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Fig. 11. View of the Eita shoreline in 1972
Courtesy of George C. Puckett
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AA DDrreeaamm aanndd aa PPrroopphheeccyy
The people of Kiribati have a rich history of

traditional superstitions and visions. Tabuarorae,
where Abiuta built AKAS, had not been settled
earlier because of its use anciently as a refuge for
the people. It was the most sacred location in all
of Kiribati.13 People feared that something terri-
ble might happen because of Abiuta’s bold move
to settle this sacred land. In the same year he es-
tablished his school, many people from Eita vil-
lage (which borders Tabuarorae) had a dream
about Abiuta’s building a school at Tabuarorae. A
woman of the village, Monika, told Abiuta about
the dream. In the dream, a fire started and
smoke went into the sky and all the people saw
it. Monika went around the village voicing it to
the elders saying, “You know we feel very sorry
because there was a vision [that] we saw in our
dream; we saw that place burning. There was a
smoke that went from there to the sky.”14 After
discussing the meaning of the dream, the people
of the village concluded that there was going
to be trouble in that area. They assumed that
it was likely that Abiuta and his family would
all die because they put up construction on
holy ground.

So Monika came to Abiuta’s father and re-
lated the dream with a warning: “You must pack
up your things and leave this place because [the]
people in the village are talking about you.
They saw a smoke from here that went into
the sky.” And then the old man said, “Oh, is
that what you [came] to tell us?” “Yes,”
Monika responded, “Tell Waitea to pack up
his things and leave the school. It’s good to
go back to [his native village]. It’s better to
evacuate the place. [The] people saw a very
dangerous dream.” However, Abiuta’s father,
a retired pastor and minister, also believed
in visions, and he had a different interpreta-
tion of this one. To Monika he said: 

Let’s carefully consider [the dream]. If a
smoke is seen from the earth to the sky,
that is something. It is a vision concerning

the power of God. Anything that relates to
heaven is from God. So if you will go back to the
village now, tell your friends not to worry about
us. We won’t leave this place. We will stay and
complete the school. The meaning of the dream
is this—one day the power of God will be be-
stowed in this area and a lot of things . . . will
happen which will be seen not only by the village,
but by the islands of Kiribati and by the nearby
countries. If something is seen in the sky, we
[can] see it here from Kiribati, those in the Mar-
shalls can see it; everyone sees it and that is re-
lated to the power of God. So tell your friends
not to worry about us. Be happy. It is a good vi-
sion. It’s a vision of something that will be estab-
lished in this area, which will benefit the people
of this country. It is not a minor project; it’s a very
big project, backed up with power, which we
don’t know.15

So the old woman went back to the village and
she told her friends, “[Do not] worry about the
dream. The old man doesn’t want to go. He said
that it is not a vision of trouble, it is a vision and
a blessing from heaven.”16

Not long after the dream, AKAS was regis-
tered with the Ministry of Education and officially
opened. Coincidentally, at the precise time the
ribbon-cutting was taking place—12 o’clock,
July 21, 1969—the local news announced that
Apollo 11 had landed on the moon. This
prompted Abiuta to proclaim to the gathered
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Fig. 22. Maneaba-style classroom at AKAS in 1972. The Kiribati
word maneaba stands for meeting place or building. 
Courtesy of George C. Puckett
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crowd: “We are very grateful today to officially
open this school on the day of victory. This is the
day of victory for the United States for they are
the first human nation to land on the moon [with]
Apollo 11. As this is a day of victory for the
United States, so this school will also be backed
by the States in the near future.” That was his
prophecy. “We don’t build the school for us,” Abi-
uta continued. “We don’t build the school for us
to own it. No, we build the school to prepare it for
those who have the financial strength, who have
the ability, who have the manpower, and who
have the financial power to bring it up to the
standard that we expect for this country. We are
just human beings with limited ability, but we
opened the campus for those who will come
after us.”17 Abiuta had a vision of what the stu-
dents of AKAS could become. He saw AKAS as
the beginning of a promising future.

Iotua Tune, a former AKAS student, recalled
the following about Abiuta: “The vision of this
place I didn’t realize until I left. This is the nesting
place. We came and learned how to fly here and
then we flew away and [eventually] came back.
. . . I think that things were made known unto this
man. He talked like a Mormon. He had a vision.
And I think it really helped those of us that we
should not think about going to another
school.”18 Abiuta always said to his students,
“You are digging through your mountain now.
Once you get on the other side there will be a
blessing.”19 This blessing of education that Abi-
uta constantly talked about, although just a seed
of thought, slowly began to grow into reality.

AAbbiiuuttaa’’ss LLeetttteerrss ttoo 
LLiiaahhoonnaa HHiigghh SScchhooooll

The first contact with the Church from Kiri-
bati was made by Abiuta in 1972.20 Abiuta sent
out letters to high schools throughout the world
to such places as England, the United States,
and various countries within the Pacific Rim.21

The letters outlined his intentions—he desired to
have sixty students from the graduating class of
his elementary school attend any high school

that would accept them. He reasoned that if
these students did not have the opportunity to
receive a secondary education in foreign lands,
they would not be given the chance in Kiribati.
Only a small percentage of students were ac-
cepted into the government schools of Kiribati;
most, therefore, would not have the opportunity
to further their education.22

One of the letters Abiuta sent was to Lia-
hona High School (a Church-owned and oper-
ated school in Tonga). George C. Puckett,
superintendent of Church schools in Tonga, re-
ceived and read the letter.23 Because it dealt with
nonmembers from another country, Puckett re-
ferred the letter to Alton L. Wade in Salt Lake
City, Utah, who was the Church Educational Sys-
tem (CES) zone administrator for the Pacific
Area.24 Realizing these letters were from non-
members, Wade put the letter aside. Then Puck-
ett received another letter two or three months
later and sent it along to the same fate. Finally, a
third letter came from Abiuta. This time the letter
was accompanied by thirty-five to forty personal
letters from AKAS students who wrote and
pleaded that they be granted the opportunity to
attend high school once they graduated from el-
ementary school. As Wade later described it, the
sheer volume of correspondence received from
Abiuta was impressive. So was his way with
words. What finally stirred Wade into action,
however, was the sincerity of the students’ letters
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Fig. 33. The AKAS water well in 1972 with classroom
structures in the background
Courtesy of George C. Puckett
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and the impression that this might provide an
opening for missionary work to begin in this new
land.25 Wade decided to take the letters to the of-
fice of Neal A. Maxwell, CES commissioner. They
discussed the matter, and several questions
arose, one of which was if these students were to
attend the Church school what would happen to
them if they became converted to the Church
and got baptized? There were no known members
of the Church in Kiribati at that time, so there
was no guarantee that students would remain in-
volved with the Church when they returned home
after their high school education.26

Although the letters from Abiuta were now
being taken seriously, Maxwell and Wade con-
cluded that an investigation would have to be
made before bringing students to Liahona High
School. Wade and Kenneth Beesley, associate
commissioner of education, were sent to Tarawa
to obtain firsthand information about the matter.
Without prior notification, Wade made his way to
AKAS and walked into one of the school build-
ings where he found Abiuta standing looking at
the wall. When Abiuta turned around and saw
Wade, he was startled, not knowing who he was.
When Wade introduced himself, Abiuta em-
braced him and broke down in tears of gratitude.
Wade looked over the school facilities and stu-
dents. After observing the modest nature of the
school and evaluating the circumstances of the
students, he returned to Salt Lake City and re-
ported his findings to the Commissioner’s Office.
The decision was made to authorize a few AKAS
students to attend Liahona High School in Tonga
for the 1973 school year.27 Wade contacted
George Puckett, directing him to go to Tarawa
and, if in his judgment the situation looked right,
to choose twelve students from AKAS to come to
Liahona High School.28 Though no one at AKAS
was a member of the Church, Abiuta nonethe-
less asked Puckett to conduct a devotional serv-
ice for the student body before he left. In so
doing, Puckett gave the first Latter-day Saint ser-
mon in the Gilbert Islands in December 1972 to
AKAS students, their parents, and teachers.
Puckett left the meeting with the clear impres-

sion that what was being undertaken would be
the beginning of a great missionary work in Kiri-
bati. The students Puckett selected held the key
to unlocking the door to their native land so the
gospel could be established in Kiribati.29 Thus
Abiuta’s letters to Liahona High School opened
the way for the gospel to be planted in the lives
of a few I-Kiribati students. 

FFiijjii MMiissssiioonn PPrreessiiddeenntt 
EEbbbbiiee LL.. DDaavviiss’’ss IInnvvoollvveemmeenntt

When opened to missionary work, Kirabati
would be a part of the Fiji Suva Mission. After
corresponding with Alton Wade, Fiji mission
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Fig. 44. Waitea Abiuta and George Bates, during the
visit of Bates and George C. Puckett to the Gilbert
Islands in 1972 to select the first twelve students to at-
tend Liahona High School in Tonga
Courtesy of George C. Puckett
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president Ebbie L. Davis visited Kiribati in Sep-
tember 1972.30 President Davis remembers this
experience vividly: “I went by and talked with [the]
AKAS people, went home and contacted Lia-
hona High School and they had already agreed
to take twelve students.”31

In a second visit to Kiribati the following
summer, President Davis was accompanied by
Elder John H. Groberg, a regional representative
of the Twelve (forerunner to Area Seventy), to at-
tempt to officially register the Church and open
the country to missionary work.32 President
Davis learned that government regulations
would present an obstacle to registering the
Church. Davis recalled: “If you did not have fifty
people you could not organize a church. If you
did not have a church you could not baptize any-
one. That was fine—at this point we just wanted
to do Christian service. I was really impressed
with the people of Kiribati; they are a different
sort of people. You could really feel there was
something there; you had the right people at the
right place.”33

During this second visit, President Davis
traveled beyond the confines of AKAS to visit
several towns elsewhere on the island of Tarawa.
He envisioned a day when the Church would
have a school on Tarawa similar to Liahona High
School. President Davis recognized that the peo-
ple needed secondary education opportunities,
and he felt a desire to do all he could to make it
happen.34 He also wanted to find out if the
Church could bring in proselyting missionaries.
The government allowed this but insisted that
they be I-Kiribati.35 After understanding the op-
tions presented to him by the Kiribati government,
President Davis did not doubt that the Church
would one day establish itself there. However,
government restrictions against expatriate mis-
sionaries made it clear that the I-Kiribati students
enrolled at Liahona High School would be the
key to bringing the gospel to their country.

LLiiaahhoonnaa HHiigghh SScchhooooll:: TToonnggaa 
The first group of twelve I-Kiribati students

arrived in Tonga in February 1973, and special

attention was given to them from the start. After
a few short months all twelve students desired
baptism. Because the students were still depend-
ent minors, written permission to authorize bap-
tism had to be obtained from their parents. By
May 1973 all twelve had obtained the required
written permission from their parents and had
been baptized.36 Because of the first group’s suc-
cess, Liahona approved thirteen more students
from Abiuta’s AKAS to come the following year.
These thirteen also joined the Church.37 While
the first groups of I-Kiribati students were attend-
ing school in Tonga, Elder Thomas S. Monson of
the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles visited Lia-
hona High School. During Elder Monson’s visit,
Elder Groberg invited him to meet with the small
body of I-Kiribati students. Following this meet-
ing, Elders Monson and Groberg discussed the
possibility of including the Gilbert Islands as part
of the Fiji Suva Mission and opening the colony
to missionary work if enough I-Kiribati eventually
joined the Church and then returned to their
homes on Tarawa.38

It was clear that if the pattern of converting
most of the incoming class of I-Kiribati contin-
ued, the requisite fifty I-Kiribati church members
would soon be reached. As a step toward being
able to achieve formal recognition of the Church
in Kiribati, and with the approval of Elder
Groberg and President Davis, in 1975 six young
men from the original group of students were or-
dained elders and called to serve missions.39 For
their first six months, they were assigned to the
Tongan Mission.40 During that time an I-Kiribati
family came to Liahona High School and was
taught by the I-Kiribati missionaries. Eventually,
the entire family was baptized, the first I-Kiribati
converts taught by I-Kiribati missionaries.41 After
six months of training and serving in Tonga, the
elders were transferred to the Fiji Suva Mission
on October 14, 1975. They were now under the
direction of President Kenneth M. Palmer, who
had succeeded President Davis.42 Liahona had
done its part; the school had acted as a catalyst
in laying the foundation for the future growth of
the Church in Kiribati.
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TThhee GGoossppeell BBrroouugghhtt ttoo KKiirriibbaattii::
AA BBlleessssiinngg ttoo tthhee PPeeooppllee

After giving his new I-Kiribati missionaries a
short, five-day training experience, President
Palmer accompanied them to Tarawa.43 Since no
previous dedicatory prayer had been offered for
the Gilbert Islands, President Palmer was author-
ized to dedicate the land for the preaching of the
gospel. On October 20, 1975, Palmer and the
missionaries proceeded to a large islet of Tarawa
called Betio, the site of a former World War II bat-
tle. Palmer believed that “this battle had fulfilled
for Kiribati, and particularly Tarawa, what the
Revolutionary War had done for America. . . . [It
had] redeemed the land by the shedding of
blood.”44 At Betio, Palmer selected the cemetery
as the appropriate location, knelt with the mis-
sionaries, and offered the dedicatory prayer. It
contained great promises to the land and people
of Kiribati:

We do earnestly pray that as people join
the Church in this land, strong leaders may be
raised up who will assume the administration of
the Kingdom in this portion of Thy vineyard, and
that among them will be Branch Presidents,
Bishops, High Counselors, Stake Presidents and
Missionaries. We seek that Thy Holy Spirit may
move upon the government and leaders of these
islands, that keys may be turned, and doors
opened for the preaching of the gospel. Now,
Holy Father, we do recognize our dependence on
Thee. Of a surety we know that in these islands
of the sea, as foretold by Thy servant Isaiah and
other Prophets, there are many scattered mem-
bers of Thy chosen people of the House of Israel
who will be receptive to the message of Thy ser-
vants, even as sheep know the voice of their
shepherd.45

President Palmer’s dedicatory prayer officially
opened the preaching of the restored gospel of
Jesus Christ in the Gilberts. 

The six elders commenced their labors, and
within a few months a number of I-Kiribati joined
the Church, including the one who set in motion
the events that culminated in bringing the gospel

to Kiribati—Waitea Abiuta.46 Shortly after Abi-
uta’s baptism, not surprisingly, President Palmer
set him apart as the first branch president in Kiri-
bati on January 24, 1976.47 The six elders were
aided in their missionary efforts by several expa-
triate missionaries sent to Kiribati by President
Palmer.48 Because the British government would
not extend visa permits to expatriate missionar-
ies, the foreign missionaries could only stay in
the country for periods of up to one month. Then
they had to return to Fiji or go home. The first ex-
patriates to serve in Kiribati were the assistants
to the Fiji Suva Mission president. Although
their time was short in Kiribati, they carried with
them experience and stability, and they brought
motivation and success to the I-Kiribati mis-
sionaries.49

The first groups of missionaries to labor in
Kiribati experienced the persecution and trials
common to missionaries throughout the world.
They also underwent additional trials and difficul-
ties because of their unusual circumstances.
These young men were serving on their home
island. One of their number, Elder Iotua Tune,
recalled his feelings while serving on Tarawa: “As
I look back, when we came, there were not very
many members. There was a lot of persecution
and mocking going on. At that time, the wearing
of neck ties and long pants was [problematic].
That was probably one of the hardest things I
had to face.”50 Wearing high-quality apparel was
difficult to do in Kiribati because it developed an
atmosphere of inequality between the missionar-
ies and the people. The people would mock the
missionaries for wearing their dressy attire. Just
making the decision to serve a mission under
these trying circumstances was difficult. For
some of the elders, the pressures and persecu-
tions were too much, and they failed to complete
their missions. But along with the trials came
blessings. Tune added, “The mission was great.
We only had one branch at the time. We had a lot
of baptisms. Every Sunday we baptized—a lot!”51

Through the efforts of these early missionaries,
many prominent leaders came to a knowledge of
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the truth. These early members became the pio-
neers who laid a foundation for the Church in this
remote corner of the earth.

TThhee MMiirraaccllee ooff MMoorroonnii
When the Church sent missionaries to Kiri-

bati, AKAS became the center of Church activity.
The school provided the buildings that were used
for Church meetings; baptisms were performed
in the ocean nearby. As in other parts of the
world, opposition soon arose from the other de-
nominations present in Kiribati. The opposing
church leaders counseled parents of AKAS stu-
dents to withdraw their children from enrollment
in the school. Because AKAS’s primary source of
income was from student tuition, such opposi-
tion generated mounting financial difficulties for
Abiuta, and he was forced to ask CES for help.
Once again, Alton Wade was involved. He
learned that Abiuta was seeking more than just
financial aid; ultimately, he wanted the Church to
entirely take over AKAS. After careful considera-
tion, and understanding the important role of the
school with the Church, Wade recommended
that the CES provide enough temporary financial
relief to sustain AKAS for the duration of the
school year.52 He also sent a professional teacher
to Tarawa to supervise the school.53 Grant S.
Howlett, his wife, Patricia, and their family were
selected to go from Tonga.54 Howlett was to
become the new headmaster of AKAS. About
this time, because of personal circumstances,
Abiuta left the Church and almost all involvement
with AKAS.55 The future of Church involvement
with the school still remained undecided.

Brother Wade made another trip to Kiribati
to decide the matter. Because the school was the
center of the Church in Kiribati, he felt obligated
to maintain it. After receiving permission from
Church President Spencer W. Kimball, CES offi-
cially took over AKAS in 1977 and leased the
school’s land for ninety-nine years.56 The school
fit well into the program of the Church, but Wade
felt that it should be renamed. So, while he and
his traveling companion, Paul Sorenson, were

sitting on a coconut stump on Tarawa and look-
ing out into the ocean, he came up with the
name Moroni Community School (later called
Moroni High School). Wade thought of the angel
Moroni sounding his gospel trump to all the
earth, and he felt that the school would be simi-
lar—a beacon shining to the people of the islands
of the sea.57

In addition to being made the school princi-
pal, Grant Howlett was set apart as the second
branch president of the Tarawa Branch when it
was reorganized.58 He was also the one respon-
sible for seeking official recognition for the
Church in the Gilbert Islands. The Church had
now surpassed the fifty-member minimum, so
Howlett pushed forward the Church’s application
even though he anticipated that the whole
process of granting official recognition would
take as many as seven years. He began befriend-
ing and corresponding with key government offi-
cials, hoping to overcome the opposition that
existed within government circles. After complet-
ing the application, Howlett took it directly to the
chief minister of the Gilbert Islands Colony. To his
surprise, he was greeted not by the chief minis-
ter, but by Bob Campbell, minister of education
and one of the friends Howlett had previously
cultivated. Campbell was filling in for the chief
minister for a week and, without a doubt, was
the key to success in the initial stage of the
application.

Still, opposition mounted from other quar-
ters. Within a few days Howlett received a letter
to the effect that the application could not be
acted upon until certain allegations were cleared
up concerning the Church not allowing
“coloured races to fill the top ranks in the priest-
hood and administration of the Church.”59 This
obviously referred to its contemporary policy of
withholding priesthood from blacks. Howlett
himself did not fully understand this matter but
had felt inspired to buy a book on the subject
while on a recent trip to Utah in June 1976. He
now dug out the book and read it. “The book
helped,” he noted, “but the Spirit of the Lord
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rested on me, and I drafted a letter to Mr. Camp-
bell which I consider to have been inspired. It al-
layed all opposition and brought us the desired
church registration about a month later.” Official
registration was granted on June 29, 1977. See-
ing the rapidity with which this took place as
miraculous, Howlett wrote, “The Church of God
has been in the Gilberts about fifty years, and
they are still not registered. Our missionaries
have been in the Gilberts less than two years.”60

Opposition, however, had not entirely
ceased. The British officer in charge of immigra-
tion was deeply opposed to new religions. “Two
is enough—that gives people a choice. Any more
just brings fighting,” he told Elder Groberg, Pres-
ident Palmer, and Brother Howlett on one occa-
sion when they talked with him about getting
permits for expatriate missionaries to enter and
reside there.61 Then the officer decided that
Howlett’s signature on the application for regis-
tration was in strict violation of a restriction
boldly typed across the face of his “Permit to
Enter and Reside in the Gilbert Islands” prohibit-
ing any “proselytizing.”62 The government sent
Howlett a letter explaining that his residential sta-
tus in the colony was in jeopardy. At the time,
Howlett was recuperating from an operation
where his ruptured appendix was removed.
When he gained enough strength to draft a let-
ter, he apologized for the delayed response, ex-
plained his recent illness, and applied for an
amendment to his permit to enter and reside in
Kiribati. Fortunately, the officer’s heart was soft-
ened, and the amendment was granted for six
months. Before renewal was necessary, a change
in government brought more sympathetic peo-
ple into office. 

PPiioonneeeerr II-KKiirriibbaattii SSttaallwwaarrttss
In addition to the contributions of the pio-

neer I-Kiribati missionaries and devoted expatri-
ates such as Puckett, Wade, Davis, and Howlett,
the valiant efforts of certain prominent I-Kiribati
who joined the Church in these early years were
also crucial. One such member was Baitika

Toum, six-time minister to the president of the
Republic of Kiribati. His services proved to be
providential for the progress of the Church. In his
own words, Toum states:

I think I have been used as an instrument. I want
to recall that the Lord works miraculously and
He utilizes whatever He likes to use as an instru-
ment. I am not very perfect or worthy to be given
responsibility to work for the Lord, but I am sur-
prised to [have] been given all of these responsi-
bilities to move His Kingdom in this Republic of
Kiribati. I understand that most of the things that
I did were for extending Zion in the Republic of
Kiribati. When the Church first came it faced a
lot of difficulties. Most of the positions of people
in the government with authority were either
Protestant or Catholic. They were influenced by
the Moderator and the Bishop of the church. So
the rolling forth of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints faced a lot of difficulties, a lot
of hold ups, and a lot of interferences. I was glad
that the Lord used me in a political career to
serve my country, my people, and also to help
the Kingdom of God in Kiribati.

What I have a strong testimony of is in the
development of Moroni High School. Moroni
High School, when [it was first registered] faced
a lot of opposition and [the government] knew
that the only way of attracting the interest of the
Kiribati people was through the education sys-
tem. So these government officials had the au-
thority to keep Moroni [from becoming a
secondary school]. The Church authorities
wanted the school to be extended into a second-
ary school up to form three [equivalent to Grade
9 in the United States], but the government
would not allow it. They wanted it to remain a
community school like other primary schools on
outer islands with a limited number of student
attendance. So, when I was elected as a minister
for the second time in 1982, I was given the Min-
istry of Education. This ministry was the key for
all of Moroni’s difficulties. The first thing that
clicked into my mind when I was offered this
portfolio was that I knew it was a calling from
the Lord to help Moroni become a secondary
school.

When I went into the office, the first thing
that I called for was a board of directors and then
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I asked them, “What is the purpose of ed-
ucation?” I asked them this so that I
could lead them to the idea of expanding
Moroni Community School. Then they
said, “Well, we want to educate our peo-
ple so that they can compete, so that
they can improve the country and their
welfare.” “Okay,” I responded, “Are we
going to develop the schools or are we
going to make limits on them?” Then
they said, “Well, we think it is better if we
increase them. Let any school that wants
to expand go forth and we will give them
our support.” Then I said, “Okay, that is a
good thing. Let us refer to the Moroni
case, what is happening to it now?” The
key people in the government were pres-
ent at this meeting. The secretary at that
time was a strong Protestant. I knew he was
once the Secretary for Education. He was the
one who backed up things and put down Moroni,
together with the assistance of the Catholic priests
and the Catholic secretaries. So I told them,
“Using my power as a minister, I give the okay for
Moroni Community School to be extended up to
form seven.” And I also told them that “any
church in Kiribati that wanted to expand, let it
expand, provided it can qualify for the require-
ments from the administration office.” From that
time Moroni High School was registered as a
junior secondary school. I was the Minister [of
Education] at that time and I was the one who
backed up the legal formalities for each school’s
registration as a junior secondary school.

Then we faced another problem regarding
a construction permit. The school was not al-
lowed to expand because no future structures
could be built without the consent of the govern-
ment council. Then I once again became in-
volved. I thought, “How am I going to overcome
this? The Council is not part of me; it is not
under my ministry.” The Council was under the
Ministry for Home Affairs. It was a challenge for
me at that time when I tried to help. I prayed for
help and I was helped by the Spirit. Then I
started playing my political game with the coun-
cillors and I drafted a letter in which I tried to
tackle the obstacles. In the end I was fortunate
to be supported.63

In response to Toum’s letter to the government
council, the Kiribati government granted building
permits to Moroni High School enabling it to ex-
pand to its full potential as a secondary school.

During the years between the time the
Church first acquired the school and the late
1980s, several expatriate teachers and adminis-
trators served as headmaster and principal of
Moroni High School. One of these professionals
was Roy G. Bauer, who served as headmaster
from January 1983 to June 1984. According to
Bauer, the Church’s dramatic growth in Kiribati
was greatly influenced by education:

The Church Educational System has had a
significant impact upon the growth of the
Church in Kiribati. From the time when the
Church took over AKAS, the school has served
as a vehicle of conversion for many young peo-
ple who are now heads of families and Church
leaders in Kiribati. . . . We felt the receptiveness
of the people of Kiribati to the gospel of Jesus
Christ. . . . There was then and continues to be
now a great spiritual hunger for the gospel by the
people of Kiribati. The Church in Kiribati has ex-
perienced a great relationship of trust with the
Kiribati government leaders due in most part to
the positive impact of Moroni High School. Mo-
roni High School is indeed an educational gem
that has opened many doors of opportunity for
missionary work in Kiribati.64
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Year Members Stakes Wards Districts Total
Branches

1980 510 — — — 1

1985 1,385* — — — 6

1990 2,259 — — 1 17

1995 5,076 — — 1 17

2000 8,633 1 11 1 16

2004 11,081 1 11 1 16

*Estimate
Sources: Church Almanac and Membership and Statistical Records
Division of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints

Table 11. Kiribati Church Statistics, 1980–2004
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Most of the students who enrolled at Moroni dur-
ing these intermediate years were not members
of the Church. Nonetheless, they were taught the
gospel and many joined the Church. “There were
times we remember when one hundred baptisms
per month would take place,” Bauer recalled.65

Truly, Moroni High School has been a “gem” for
the Church and many thousands of Saints in
Micronesia.

AA PPrroommiissiinngg aanndd BBrriigghhtt FFuuttuurree
More than a quarter century has passed

since the first missionaries arrived on Tarawa. At
the end of that first year (1975), thirty-five mem-
bers resided in Kiribati.66 Since then, Church
growth has been tremendous.67 Membership
reached 11,081 in 2004, a 490 percent increase
since its 2,259 member total in 1990. For a
country with a population of approximately
100,000, that is a significant growth rate.

During the 1990s, Kiribati accounted for
nearly fifty percent of the baptisms in the Fiji
Suva Mission.68 Returned mission president Roy
Bauer is optimistic about the future: “There
is no doubt that the Church will continue to
experience great growth in Kiribati as the
Church Educational System with Moroni
High School, the members, and the full
time missionaries work unitedly to bless
those who have not as yet had the opportu-
nity to receive and accept the gospel.”69

In 1996, Elder L. Tom Perry of the
Quorum of the Twelve Apostles became the
first Apostle to travel to Kiribati. On August
9, he dedicated Moroni High School. “Hav-
ing an Apostle dedicate the school,” re-
marked Tune, gave it “additional ‘vision and
direction.’”70 The following day Elder Perry
rededicated the country for the preaching
of the gospel. He chose a secluded spot on
the beach where the Battle of Tarawa was
fought during World War II.71 In his dedica-
tory prayer, he mentioned that just as this
battle freed the people from physical
bondage so would the gospel of Jesus

Christ free the people of Kiribati from spiritual
bondage.72 On August 11, the first stake in Mi-
cronesia was created—the Tarawa Kiribati Stake.
Atunibeia Mote, age thirty-four, a graduate of Mo-
roni High School and BYU–Hawai‘i, was called as
the first stake president. With the formation of a
stake in Kiribati, the Church reached an impor-
tant milestone in its growth and stability on this
island nation in the Pacific. 

In 2000, en route to Indonesia, President
Gordon B. Hinckley became the first prophet to
visit Kiribati. His January 26 stop lasted only two
hours while his jet refueled at the Bonriki Interna-
tional Airport. President Hinckley was greeted by
several thousand I-Kiribati who occupied the field
that serves as the airport’s parking lot and stood
in the hot, equatorial sun, eager to hear the
words of a living prophet.73 President Hinckley
spoke to the members and commended them:
“I’ve never been to Kiribati before—not many
people have. But what a pleasure it is to look into
your faces and to feel of your spirit—your great
love for the Lord; your great love for the Prophet
Joseph Smith; your great love for the Church
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Fig. 55. First Tarawa Kiribati Stake Presidency, organized on Au-
gust 11, 1996, by Elder L. Tom Perry. Left to right: Levita
Lamese, first counselor; Atunibeia Mote, president; and Ioteba
Tune, second counselor. 
Courtesy of W. James Jacob
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which you have joined in such large numbers.”74

President Hinckley spoke about the significant
role Moroni High School has played in the
progress of the Church and the development of
the members’ lives in Kiribati. He challenged the
members to take advantage of education and
the school: “Get all the education that you can.
The Lord has told us that we have an obligation
to educate ourselves in the things of the world
and the things of His Church and Kingdom. This
school will open up opportunities for you that
you otherwise would not have. So, take advan-
tage of it! If you have to sacrifice, do it, but go to
school.”75

Levita Lamese, the second president of the
Tarawa Kiribati Stake and former principal of Mo-
roni High School, recalled his personal experi-
ence at the time of the prophet’s visit. He said
that he looked out into the members’ faces and
could tell that they were moved upon by the
Spirit. Many had tears streaming down their
faces.76 All were overwhelmed “to be in the pres-
ence of the prophet of God. They just could not
believe they were seeing the living prophet speak
to them face to face.”77 It is amazing to see how
much emphasis Church leaders have given to this
tiny nation over the years. From the beginning,
they have been committed to see the Church
flourish in this remote area of the earth.

Looking back over the past thirty years, it is
striking to see how the destinies of the Church
and the AKAS have intertwined. As former Fiji
Suva Mission president Howard F. Wolfgramm
expressed it, “The Lord’s timing for going into
Kiribati was just right.”78 When asked what role
the school has played in the establishment of
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
in Kiribati, Alton Wade summed it up in a single
word: “Everything.”79 Just as the tin roofs of the
school buildings reflect the light from the sun to
the neighboring areas of Tarawa, so does the re-
stored gospel radiate from Moroni High School
into the hearts of all those around it. Through the
miracle of Moroni High School, the Church has
been able to flourish in Kiribati and continues to
be a beacon to other islands of the sea.

W. James Jacob is a visiting professor for the Educa-
tional Leadership and Foundations Department at Brig-
ham Young University and is an assistant director of the
Center for International and Development Education
at the University of California–Los Angeles. He served
as a missionary in the Fiji Suva Mission and later as the
director of the Fiji Distance Learning Program. 
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pendence from Great Britain on July 12, 1979, and
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lands Colony under Great Britain from 1916–1976;
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an arbitrary label given to the Pacific Islanders based
on linguistic, cultural, archeological, and regional
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3. United States Census Bureau, International
Population Database (Washington, DC: U.S. Census
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served as the second president of the Tarawa Kiribati
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