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Rev. Suitonu Suitonu and the American District
In 1959 Mile Lili’o, the Chairman of the Samoan congregations in the United States, reported to
Vavae Toma about people eager to align with American Congregationalists in California and to form
separate congregations.”

The Church’s response to these reports focussed increasingly on the former lay preacher Suitonu
Suitonu. He had created controversy in Hawaii in 1953 when he put his name forward as a pastor of
the first Samoan congregation in Honolulu, Hawaii.” It caused such a commotion that a lay preacher
would consider putting himself forward as a pastor that it forced Suitonu to migrate to California.®

¢ In California he became responsible for the first Samoan Church service on the 23 January
1955 in_San Diego."To assist in the formation of the first Samoan Church (LMS) in
California, the CCCS Church officially ordained him a year later and appointed him pastor of
the San Diego parish in February 1956.°

e His promotion from a lay preacher to a pastor was one which suited both the Samoan Church
and Suitonu’s aspirations, although it was unprecedented for the Church to ordain a lay
preacher as a pastor, without formal theological training. His ordination created controversy
when other lay preachers also wanted to be ordained.® However the Samoan Church needed a
clergyman loyal to the church with a strong personality to enforce the authority of the Samoan
Church in California

e Suitonu was totally devoted to the authority of the Samoan Church, and he made sure that any
newly-formed congregation that he helped set up came under the control of the CCCS.

e Suitonu’s appointment was based upon his success in establishing the congregation in San
Diego.” Between 1956 and March 1959 he established four more Samoan Churches in
California: Oceanside, Long Beach, San Francisco and Los Angeles.?

o He soon became recognised by the Congregational Conference of Southern California in
1959.°

e By 1962, another three congregations were established under his direction—Santa Ana, Palm
Beach, and a second Long Beach congregation.™

As the leading Samoan clergyman, Suitonu appointed lay preachers to establish and look after
congregations. However a few of them rebelled against his authority and became ordained ministers
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recognised by the American Congregationalists. Suitonu described these defections as being caused
by ‘petty jealousy’, fuelled by selfishness, family and village rivalry.** Suitonu, who sought to keep
the Church in Samoa up-to-date with events in California, described the separated congregations as
making a mockery of the Church:

people here—both Samoans and Americans—are making fun of our Church, inasmuch as every Tom,
Dick, and Harry, who wants to preach for personal reasons, after | have refused him or his desire, has
only to go to some American pastor to be ordained... these appointees desire to deprive me of the
authority given me by authorities (at Malua). In addition, it is quite apparent that they resent my
withholding the privilege of performing wedding, baptismal and communion ceremonies, 2

Suitonu sought to curb the trend of LMS lay preachers from becoming pastors and aligning
themselves with American Congregationalists. In 1959 the Church gave him official authority over
those Samoan congregations that were affiliated with other Congregationalists, be it the London
Missionary Society or the American Congregationalists.®> The Samoan Church (LMS) saw the close
association with Northern California Congregational Conference (NCCC) as undermining the
authority of the Church in Samoa.

Unlike Craig’s decision in 1953, when he allowed the Samoan Congregations to seek assistance from
the American Congregationalists, this time he informed John Reuling of the United Board for World
Mission, that the CCCS was trying to make ‘Samoan Congregations outside Samoa into a District of
the Samoan Church’ and advised against any action that might challenge the CCCS authority.™
Reuling supported Craig’s suggestion not to interfere with the ‘unity of the Samoan Church’ and
replied:

I have sent copies of your letter in its entirety to the Superintendents of the two Conferences and have
added my personal plea that they do not allow the interest which some of their members may have in
American Samoa to in any way have the effect of splitting the total Church of Samoa as a whole. | have
suggested that if they want to have friendly and fraternal relations with the Samoan Church, it should
be with the whole Samoan Church and not just with that section which happens to be under the
political control of the United States.™

The reluctance of the United Board of World Mission not to invite or even entice CCCS
congregations to be part of their organisation gave some assurance to Church leaders in Samoa with
their plans for an American district. Suitonu’s authority was further enhanced when the Samoan
Church appointed him as the first Elder of the American district in 1962.'° His position was
strengthened by the CCCS’s rejection of lay preachers who were not trained at approved theological
colleges in the United States.” The end result of this action meant that lay preachers who wanted to
become pastors of the CCCS had to attend Malua Theological College for four years.
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