Scripture Dedication Highlight: Pukapuka New Testament and Psalms

On December 6 2024, the Pukapukan New Testament and Psalms,
“Te Puka Ya”, was dedicated. The main dedication took place
on Pukapuka, a small atoll in the northern Cook Islands. Nearly
simultaneous celebrations also took place in Auckland, Rarotonga
and seven other locations across New Zealand and Australia, home
to thriving Pukapukan diaspora communities.

Hosting the dedication on December 6 was especially significant
being the island’s annual ‘Gospel Day’ celebrating the coming
of the gospel to Pukapuka in 1857.

People had looked forward to this day for along
time. It was the culmination of many years of
dedicated work by numerous translators, and it
was the fulfilment of a vision. As far back as 1935,
two elders had expressed their desire to have a
Bible in their own language to Ernest Beaglehole,
an anthropologist from Wellington. Then in

1958 at a Pukapukan community gathering in
Auckland, elder Atawua Robati stood up and
declared, “One day we will have the Bible in
our language.” It was Atawua who first worked
with us and who produced the first parable in the
Pukapukan language in 1975.

Now, almost 50 years later, Atawua’s daughter
Tavero and her husband Karika were able to
represent him at the dedication on Pukapuka.
They joined us on the tiny seven-seater plane
from Rarotonga to Pukapuka, alongside Wycliffe
NZ Board member Eunice McKessar, and the
High chief and his wife. We took few clothes

as our luggage allowance was only 10kgs each
and managed to squeeze in 100 Bibles for the
dedication, enough for one per family.

What a joyous occasion it was! A traditional
welcome down the main street honoured the
Scriptures being carried in procession towards the
High Chief, village elders, ministers of the Gospel
and deacons. Words rang out, “We are overjoyed
that our Scriptures have arrived on our
shores...” The Bibles were carried in procession
into the white plaster church which was nearly
bursting with the whole island occupying every
seat, regardless of denomination. The unity on that
day showed true acceptance by all the churches.
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New songs were composed by each side of the
island, whose words were, “Here we are with the
Holy Book in your house, Lord, on this our Gospel
Day”. Everyone, even the school children, sang
with all their hearts — it felt as if the roof of the
church nearly lifted off with the intensity. We were
all filled with joy. Tears streamed down my cheeks.

After the church service there was an island wide
feast on the marae just outside the church, followed
by speeches and then a short break before each side
of the island presented traditional dances, chants
and songs. The evening culminated with traditional
hymn singing including the two songs that had been
sung in the church. People danced exuberantly and
many of the women threw garlands of flowers
adorning their heads into the air. I thought of us
all one day casting our crowns before the Lord,

“lost in wonder, love and praise”.!

For our two weeks on the island, we lived with
Eunice, Tavero, and Karika in the government
residence. We were feasted every day by the
chiefly clans, the Mayor and leaders of the island
and were honoured to have the High Chief and
his wife join us for almost every meal. We took
turns making speeches of thanks and thinking

of a song to sing. Karika knew exactly what was
culturally appropriate and people were amazed
at the Pukapukan Scriptures that he had already
memorised and included in his speeches. Eunice
excelled in learning Pukapukan in the week she
was on the island and she was loved by all. Many
people said in their speeches that they were
looking forward to receiving the whole Bible and
that we shouldn’t rest until it is completed!
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Tavero said, “I've never seen such excitement
in a church as when the Bible was read for the
first time. The Pukapukan words are so deep,
it gave another meaning to the Word of God.
You could see the response from the people.
It's like they came alive! A change has come
over the hearts of the people of this land through
revelation of the Word of God through the Puka Ya.”

Karika: “At the dedication, we sensed that God was moving from
the beginning right to the end of the service. The people were

so eager to receive His Word in our own language and were so
proud of our Puka Ya. In the evening too, I've never heard such
singing and joy. People were just throwing their hats into the air
and dancing, like David dancing before the Lord. It was a night we
won't forget for the rest of our lives, because it was full of joy and
the glory of the Lord fell on the night.”

With some reluctance, we gave farewell speeches and boarded
the plane, except for Kevin who was able to stay on the island

for three months. While I had to leave for a SIL conference / te ya_ya_klnga na vai wua te /n the beginning was the

in Thailand, Kevin was able to see the bulk of the shipment

The Seventh Day Adventist leader said as he
held up the Bible, “I am only a fisherman like

of Bibles arrive in February on the long-awaited cargo ship. Muna, na i tawa o te Atua te Word, and the Word was Peter. Today, we are so happy to read God's
. . . —. . . Word in our church on the Sabbath, the very
Again there was great delight when everyone could purchase Muna 1a, ko te Atua lai oki te with GOd, and the Word first day after its dedication.
a copy, and 100 copies were taken to the small population of Muna ia. (loane 1:1 was God. (John 1:1
Pukapukans living on the neighbouring island of Nassau. ' ( ) ' ( )
Kevin was surprised to find so much enthusiasm towards
working on the Old Testament during his short time Mailalo (Mai) has been an Associate Member of
there. Portions of Genesis were distributed for the daily Wycliffe Bible Translators NZ since 2015.
readings 1r.1‘]anuar}.', and. the respon‘se was electric as the \ Left to right: Kevin, Mary, Yiipaala, We honour his faith, dedication and commitment
congregation read in unison. So Kevin asked a few people to { Tavero}wa, Mailalo, Eunice o e ever Cleliieenyeers e leading T feermand
help him start to translate the book of Joshua. By the time he e ; ’ translating the Scriptures into his own language.
left the island he had installed Paratext on several computers A 4 Without him, the project would not have come to
and started training a whole new team of younger translators o fruition. He took his father, Melota, back to Pukapuka with his
. | - e family before Covid. His father had translated many Old Testament
— two pastors, a catechist and three female teachers! ” -»

books in first draft. Mailalo’s presence on the island was pivotal

in gaining full endorsement and a sense of excitement from the
whole community. We are so thankful for his sacrifice as well as his
wife Yiipaala who willingly looked after the family when Mai was in
NZ for the final nine months of checking.

Looking ahead, our main translator for the past 18 years,
Mailalo, will support and help train the new translators

in his available time, outside his new fulltime position as
Executive Officer of the Island Government. It is wonderful

to see the enthusiasm of new translators rising up to take the
place of many of the team who are now very old or who have
passed away. Women are an important part of the team in
Auckland; two early childhood teachers are working with me
on producing children’s Bible Stories with illustrations, having
drafted 50 Old Testament stories since April.

The pastor of the Cook Islands Christian Church,
Rev Vata Vailoa, was nearly dancing with
excitement as he preached from John 1:1. He
told us how happy he was to be the minister on
the island for this dedication: “This privilege is
normally reserved for a more senior pastor.

Now | know why God called me here from Australia.

In May we anointed the new High Chief and now,

at the end of the year we have dedicated the Word
of God in our very own language. These things | never expected.”

Our hearts are filled with wonder and gratitude;
wonder at God’s goodness and how He orchestrated the
community’s full acceptance of His Word, and gratitude
to the many people who have prayed for and supported
the translation.

Though their young daughter has a serious blood condition

for which she should be within easy reach of a hospital, when
presented with the move to Pukapuka he said, “Of course | said
yes. When God calls, we should always follow him.” Give thanks
that his daughter has remained well for the whole time they have
been on the island.

All praise and glory be to God!

! From the hymn ‘Love Divine, All Loves Excelling’
by Charles Wesley

Pastor Vata is one of several new translators being trained in
Paratext to work on the Old Testament.
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