Perpetuating Church History

The Kensaku and Tsuru Obata Endowment Fund
Pur pose: To per petuate that period of history of the
Nu‘uanu Congregational Church, in which issei members
battled notions of paternalism and benevolent control
over the Japanese immigrant congregation, to establish
the church as independent from the Board of Missions;
to honor the sacrificial stewardship and service of such
predecessors and their leaders; and to celebrate the
independent church based on the congregational mode of
governance, in covenant with the United Church of Christ,
its predecessors and successors.
The Kensaku and Tsuru Obata Endowment Fund was established
on March 7, 1992 in Honolulu, Hawai‘i by Seiji Obata, a nissei
(second-generation) Japanese-American businessman to honor
and to perpetuate the memory of his issei (first-generation)
parents, Kensaku and Tsuru Obata, who immigrated from
Niigata, Japan to Honolulu in the 1800s.

Kensaku Obata

Faith in life
Kensaku Obata was among the thousands of Japanese who came to the
islands to work as contract laborers in island plantations. During his time as
a plantation laborer on Kaua‘i, Kensaku became disenchanted with the way
contract laborers were treated and fought for workers’ rights and a better
quality of life, which eventually led to his expulsion from the plantation.
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Kensaku moved to O‘ahu and eventually married a traditional picture
bride, Tsuru Ishii, from his native hometown of Niigata. The couple
raised two sons, Seiji and John, in Honolulu’s Nu‘uanu Valley. Both boys
grew up bilingual, and Japanese was the primary language spoken in the
home. Kensaku converted to Christianity after arriving in Hawai‘i; Tsuru
maintained her devotion to Buddhism, although in a low-key manner. She
quietly practiced Buddhism at home, sometimes with private prayer, yet
wholeheartedly supported Kensaku’s desire to raise their sons as Christians.

As boys, Seiji and John both attended Nu‘uanu Japanese Congregational Church (as it was named then)
located near the Chinatown section of modern-day Honolulu. John remembers how his father was
committed to raising his sons in the church and made sure they attended services. John recalls walking
home late in the evening—at a very brisk pace set by his father—from church to the family home in
Nu‘uanu Valley, very close to the present-day location of Nu‘uanu Congregational Church. John recalls
that they had to walk home because streetcar service was not available during the evening hours after
church services were held on special occasions such as Christmas.
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Kensaku worked as a gardener and farmed the land where the family lived. Tsuru
worked as a housekeeper and maid for a doctor (Dr. Molyneaux) who lived in one of
the houses that was located on the current church property. Previously, she worked as
a maid for Montague Cooke in Nu‘uanu. After work every day, Kensaku would return
home, turning on a light outside the house so he could work into late the night.
One of his farming activities involved the cultivation of dahlias. John Obata recalls
that his father’s flowers were “the biggest dahlias around.” This is a high compliment,
coming from a son who was a life-long science teacher well known in the academic
and research communities for his expertise in botany and native Hawaiian plants.
Kensaku’s ritual of working into the night would become a family trait, so to speak,
carried on by his sons, both of whom as adults, built and maintained greenhouses at
their respective family homes. They would often get together to work in one another’s
greenhouses, caring for orchids and propagating some of them.

Struggle and success
Kensaku developed stomach cancer and died when his sons were young
teenagers. They graduated from high school, served in the U.S. Army during
World War II and eventually began their lives as fathers and started careers—
business for Seiji and education for John.
In the mid-1960s, Seiji left his sales job at American Factors (Amfac) to
launch his own floral supply business, Flora-Dec Sales, Inc. in the Iwilei
district of Honolulu. “I figured if I had to send three kids to college, I would
have to do something that would make that possible,” he said. The business
was launched and had grown steadily for several years when tragedy struck
the new enterprise. “The business was just beginning to blossom,” said the
company’s accountant, Masaru Higa, when a fire erupted in the middle of
the night and destroyed the business’s office and warehouse. Seiji’s youngest
son, Randy Obata, recalls: “The phone rang very late that night, and my
father answered the call. He listened to the voice at the other end. After a
few seconds, I heard him yell out, ‘What?’ He dashed out of the house and
didn’t return home until after sunrise as my brother, sister, and I were getting
ready for school. He told us that the business had burnt to the ground.
He walked to a hallway closet, grabbed a loose-leaf binder from a shelf
and quietly said, ‘I have to start all over again.’ I stood there in the hall at
the door to my bedroom and watched him walk out of the house to begin
rebuilding the business.”
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Seiji accomplished the monumental task, refused to file for bankruptcy and,
instead, worked day and night for years to rebuild. He was successful, and Flora-Dec Sales was reborn in Kaka‘ako
and then moved to the Alapa‘i Street area where the business boomed. Seiji’s tremendous sacrifice and incredible
work created the success that made it possible for him to send his children to college and to pursue another dream:
establishing a foundation to honor his parents—a foundation that was the precursor to the Obata Endowment
Fund. He dedicated some of his family resources to begin the foundation and also received support from other
donors who included family, friends, and business associates.

Kensaku’s image
Seiji created the endowment fund as a way to recreate the image and memory of his
father whom he loved deeply. One of Seiji’s memories of his father recounts how
a church pastor, on occasion, would visit Kensaku at home. Kensaku would offer
food and refreshment to the pastor. “If only had a head of cabbage was in the icebox,
(Kensaku) would offer it to the visitor,” recalled Seiji who fondly remembers the work
of the church and pastoral ministry.
During his life, Seiji engaged in lengthy philosophical discussions with a long-time
friend and former pastor of the church, Rev. Mineo Katagiri, whom Seiji admired
and respected. In fact, it was one of Seiji’s final wishes to have Rev. Katagiri deliver
the eulogy at his 1992 funeral in Nu‘uanu Congregational Church’s chapel. He told
Rev. Katagiri how he believed in the need for a pastoral ministry, similar to the type of
ministry Japanese pastors practiced, traveling among plantation camps, when Japanese
contract laborers began to establish their lives in the islands. This desire was rooted
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Tsuru Obata on the grounds of the
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church, which he felt was unable to help him or provide
responses of any kind to his requests during some of his most difficult times in life. At
times, he felt the church failed at helping people when they needed help the most.
Creating the endowment
During preliminary discussions related to the development of the endowment (circa
1990), Seiji expressed his desire that the endowment be created to expand Nu‘uanu
Congregational Church’s “mission and outreach planning and action beyond ordinary
budgetary limitations.” He wanted “to enable NCC to support persons, organizations
and activities in the community whose aims and efforts parallel basic concerns of
the church.” He also thought such an endowment should “encourage bold and
imaginative thinking about the scope and direction of church life, its responsibilities,
its opportunities, and its challenges.”
As his thinking crystalized further, Seiji wanted Nu‘uanu Congregational Church to
involve itself “with community and ecumenical issues which are not normally a part of the church’s routine mission.”
He wanted to support “persons or causes which are of common interest with the church in order to instill greater
awareness by the church member and the community as a whole” by involving the church “in new and stimulating
concepts and directions which will add fullness to life, especially from the religious aspect.” These thoughts were part
of his efforts to begin development of the final language of the endowment, providing some context that may help
us understand his intentions for creating the endowment in its final form.
As the conceptualization of the endowment evolved, Seiji recognized that the social and financial struggles of his
immigrant parents not only defined their experiences but also the community—the Hawai‘i—in which they lived.
As a result, he sharpened the language of the endowment to reflect the struggle of his parents and the Japanesespeaking issei community, which toiled and fought to establish an independent church that was free from the
powerful influences of Hawai‘i’s oligarchy and ruling church organization (i.e. Hawaiian Board of Missions).
Perpetuating a rich heritage
The Japanese-American experience—from the days of contract laborers to the present day—is embodied in the
Obata Endowment Fund because the lives of Kensaku and Tsuru Obata were a part of that time and history.

It was a time in history when contract laborers and Japanese evangelists, many of whom were trained in places like
Doshisha University in Kyoto, Japan, worked to build Christianity in the islands through ministries in communities
like Kaka‘ako, lower Nu‘uanu (near Chinatown), Mo‘ililili, and Makiki. The churches shared a common bond, or
connection, that was a driving force within those churches and their congregations to improve the spiritual, social,
and financial well being of the Japanese community.
Throughout Nu‘uanu Congregational Church’s history, pastors first had to have the ability
to minister to a Japanese-speaking congregation. With the passing of ensuing generations,
the church would adjust and support ministries for Japanese-speaking and non-Japanesespeaking congregations. The Nichigobu Congregation, which means Japanese-speaking
congregation, became an integral part of the church. One of Nu‘uanu’s most well-known
pastors in modern times was Rev. Paul Osumi who served the church for 16 years and
came out of retirement—at the request of the church—after 1974 to minister to the
Japanese-speaking congregation which was comprised of the issei who chose to be called the
Nichgobu Congregation.
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Historically, Nu‘uanu Congregational Church sought to serve and to honor its Japanesespeaking congregations. In her 1986 book, Dendo, which tells the history of Japanese
Christians in Hawai‘i and Nu‘uanu Congregational Church, author Mary Ishii Kuramoto
wrote:

“No matter how much the church gets involved in community and worldwide welfare efforts and no matter
how strong the other departments in the church become, the vestige of a hundred years ago has never been
forgotten. The Nichigobu or the Japanese-speaking congregation is a precious arm of Nu‘uanu, although
dwindling in numbers.”
Interestingly, Rev. Osumi’s life, in part, helps to highlight the Japanese community’s struggle in Hawai‘i, as he was
detained and interned at a Japanese Relocation Camp in New Mexico because of his leadership role in the local
community when World War II erupted, well before he joined Nu‘uanu Congregational Church.
This is the history—a history that includes the “sacrificial stewardship and service of (church) predecessors and their
leaders,” as well as the struggle of the church’s issei members—that the Kensaku and Tsuru Obata Endowment Fund
seeks to perpetuate.
Below left: Seiji, Tsuru, and John Obata. Below right: John, left, and Seiji Obata at the Walker Estate garden in Nu‘uanu, 1935.

Embracing our church history
The arrival of the vessel City of Tokio with the first 900 Japanese contract laborers to Hawai‘i on February 8, 1885,
and the first Christian service involving those first 900 Japanese contract laborers at the immigration in Honolulu
is the launching point for this chapter in the growth of Christianity among Hawai‘i’s Japanese community. The
progress of the Japanese churches involved a struggle to break free of the influence that the Hawaiian Board of
Missions and the sugar plantations exercised through their organizational and financial support of the Japanese
community and its churches. It was a struggle that intensified during the war years when Nu‘uanu Japanese
Congregational Church, as it was called back then, saw its funds frozen for a period during the war and relied on
leaders like Rev. Masaichi Goto who guided the church through those difficult times.
Nu‘uanu Congregational Church is a part of Christianity’s history in Hawai‘i. Under the leadership of Pastor Shijiro
Okubo, Nu‘uanu Congregational Church became the first Japanese church in the islands to move toward selfsupport. It was this kind of energy that helped to establish and to grow Hawai‘i’s Japanese Christian churches. It
was the same kind of energy that made it possible for Seiji Obata to overcome incredible adversity and struggles to
establish The Kensaku and Tsuru Obata Endowment Fund, which embraces and embodies this rich heritage.
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