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Welcome to the Painted Church 

St. Benedict Roman Catholic Church - Hawaii's First Painted Church 
Captain Cook, Hawaii - Built & Decorated 1899-1904, Consecrated 1902 

Nestled on the slopes of Mauna Loa 
overlooking Kealakekua Bay, St. Benedict 
Roman Catholic Church is both an active 
church and an historic landmark. 
 
The current church dates to 1899 and the 
unexpected arrival of Belgian Sacred 
Hearts Fr. John Velghe.  A yellow fever 
epidemic had stranded Fr. John in Hawaii; 
the death of a local priest had brought 
him to South Kona. 
 
Here Fr. John found an economy in 
transition, with fishermen moving mauka 
to work on the new Kona coffee farms 
and, of necessity, leaving their bayfront 
churches behind. He set out to build a 
new church for these new farmers. 
 
The result is St. Benedict Church. Set 
within Kona's coffee belt, it is archi-
tecturally unique, combining elements of 
a cathedral design - such as a vaulted 
gothic nave - in a small gable-roofed 
wooden church. 

A self-taught artist, Fr. John decorated the 
interior walls and ceiling of his miniature 
Gothic Cathedral with colorful paintings, 
most notably his altarpiece study of the 
transept and light dome at the Cathedral 
of St. Mary in Burgos, Spain, and his six 
murals of Biblical and spiritual scenes. 
 
More than mere decoration, Fr. John's art 
was an important teaching tool and a 
critical bridge during his first years in 
Hawaii, before he learned the Hawaiian 
language. 
 
It also provided him an opportunity to 
challenge and delight the curious and the 
faithful with spiritual messages hidden in 
the artwork - on the Palms that line the 
ceiling and the columns that line the 
Nave; tucked between the altar and 
among the denizens of Hell; and sprink-
led elsewhere throughout the Church. 

National Register 
Of Historic Places 

May 31, 1979 
#79000753 

19°26”21”N  155°53’33”W 

From this art, St. Benedict Church has 
become known as the Painted Church, 
the first of its kind in Hawaii. We are 
pleased to share it with you. 

Restoring and preserving this place is possible only  
with the prayers and support of all those touched  

by its story and moved by its simple beauty. 
Please join us. All donations are welcome. 

The Painted Church 
84-5140 Painted Church Road 

Captain Cook, HI 96704 
ThePaintedChurchHawaii.org 

808-328-2227 



Appearance of the 
Cross to St. Francis 

 
In this panel St. Francis is seen 

receiving the stigmata, the 
wounds of Christ. This beloved 

saint identified with the 
suffering of Jesus on the cross, 

and was able to see the 
presence of the Lord on the 

Faces of all who suffered.  

The Handwriting 
On The Wall 

  
This is taken from the book of 

Daniel in the Hebrew scriptures. 
King Belshazzar of Babylon has 

refused to worship the true God, 
and has used the vessels from 

the Jerusalem Temple for a 
feast. This act of desecration has 

condemned him. The King and 
Queen are depicted along with 
the prophet Daniel, who points 
to the handwriting on the wall. 

This is the origin of the 
expression “read the 

handwriting on the wall”. The 
words are written in Hawaiian 

and state “You are found 
wanting”, “Your kingdom 

ceases” and “You shall die”. 
Indeed, the scriptures tell us 

that the king died that very 
night. 

 

Temptation 
Of Jesus 

 
This helps us understand the 

depths of God’s love for us. 
Jesus truly understands our 

suffering and our temptations. 
The disproportion between the 

figure of Christ and the 
mountain on which he stands, 

the distant town with its turrets 
and trees drawn smaller than 

surrounding trees, are all 
medieval. Most clearly drawn 
from medieval sources is the 

naked, bat winged devil. 



Cain and Abel 
(and Eve trying  
to revive him)  

 
Eve discovers the body of her 
son. Abel, who was murdered 
by his brother Cain. This IS a 
copy of “Eve Finding the Body 
of Abel” by Eduard Von 
Gebhardt (1830-1925) 

Symbolic Picture: 
Symbolic of a 
good Death,   
Rays of Hope 
shining in the 
dark Cell 
 
This panel is a representation 
of a good death. At the upper 
left are heavy geometric forms 
which were intended to 
suggest a cell and the rays of 
light proceeding from under 
the grilled door 
 
NOTE this is the best so far– on 
the left, part of the window is 
missing. The lower part of the 
mural is missing as is the right 
edge. More hair should be visible, 
as well as the vase in lower right 
corner.  

Hell 
 
A century of penetrating 
sunlight has cracked the paint 
and discolored this panel. 
Despite the deterioration of 
this painting, a lusty Satan still 
looks toward heaven as he 
stretches his huge arms over 
his victims, a weeping, 
naked, tormented people. 
 
This pic is FOR PLACEMENT 
ONLY  and I need to get a 
much better image to start 
with. Didn’t want to waste any 
time fixing this LOW-RES pic 
 

 



St. Damien of Molokai 
A Statue of Hawaii's Patron Saint greets visitors near the Church. 

As You Exit The Church 
you are greeted by this beautiful view. 

 Our Lady of Lourdes 

St. Bernadette 
and the apparitions at Lourdes. 



A Tiny Cathedral 
Architecturally unique, the style borrows 
elements from cathedral design. The altarpiece 
complements this with a trompe d'oeil painting of 
the transept and dome of light at the Cathedral in 
Burgos, Spain. 

Never Satan! 
Translated from Latin to Hawaiian, St. Benedict's 
Prayer Of Exorcism is inscribed on the columns 
lining the Nave. 
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