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Ajith Fernando speaks

Ajith Fernando speaks about the Cross and service. Photo by Leong Peng Mun.

Ajith Fernando is a 
respected and loved figure 

in the Asian church. During his 
recent visit to Singapore where 
he was the invited preacher at 
the English Presbytery’s Easter 
Convention, Fernando spoke 
deeply about the Cross, its 
relation with other faiths, how 
it transforms human wounds, 
and its effect on the heart of 
Christian service.

After serving as the national 
director of Youth For Christ 
(YFC) in Sri Lanka for 35 years, 
Fernando is now its teaching 
director. Besides mentoring 
leaders and teaching staff and 
volunteers. he often travels 
overseas to lecture. Fernando 
is the author of 15 books that 
examine the life of faith in 
Christ. While in Singapore, he 

speaks with TOGETHER’s Lee 
Chung Horn.

Chung Horn: I understand 
you’re a Methodist.

Ajith: Yes, I’m a Methodist. I’m 
very fond of my heritage, 
but I have worked 
interdenominationally most 
of my ministry life. I have 
learned to appreciate other 
traditions and celebrate their 
contribution to the body of 
Christ.  

 
When you were in high 
school, YFC came to 
Colombo. Which year 
was this? What were the 
early days like for the 
organisation?

YFC came to Sri Lanka around 
1965. In the early days there 
was a lot of suspicion about 
YFC. There was very little 
youth work in the churches. 
At that time, most of the 
churches were quite liberal 
theologically. There were very 
few evangelical churches. I 
think the biggest opposition 
came from evangelicals!

What were the evangelicals 
suspicious about?

I think they were suspicious 
about a new organisation 
about which they knew very 
little starting in Sri Lanka.  My 
father, a Methodist layman, 
was one of the people who 
encouraged the starting of 
YFC. He was happy about my 

involvement. I got to know 
about YFC because the leader, 
Sam Sherrard, came regularly 
to visit my elder brother who 
was active in YFC. It was some 
time later that I got active. 
I had already felt a call to 
ministry at the age of about 
14. I wanted to take the gospel 
to others. YFC gave me that 
opportunity. In the first 12 
years or so of our work we 
worked mainly with youth 
from Christian backgrounds. 
Once the youth fellowships got 
active we moved to working 
with unchurched youth. Many 
of these youths were from 
poorer backgrounds.

How old were you when 
you first got involved with 
YFC?

I was about 16 years old.

You went to study in the 
US, and later returned to 
become YFC’s national 
director in Sri Lanka. Has 
the civil war started by 
then?

No, the war started later, in 
the early 1980s.

Your work, inescapably, has 
to be understood in the 
shadow of the terrible civil 
war that wounded your 
country. This war must 
have formed you. 
How? 

The war made me ask what 
the Bible and the gospel has to 
say about ethnic tension, and 
taught me that Christians had 
to be radically different to the 
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prejudice that surrounded us. 
I also realised that prejudice 
does not automatically leave 
us when we become Christians. 
So there was a lot of thinking 
to do. I learned a lot from 
others. Theologising in 
situations of war must be done 
in community, listening to as 
many approaches as possible.

The war also made me realise 
that obedience to Christ means 
a readiness to put ourselves 
in dangerous situations. We 
have kept Tamils in our home 
in times of conflict which 
was a little dangerous to 
us. I travelled to Tamil areas 
all through the time of the 
war, no matter how bad the 
situation was. I often travelled 
by van, and by bus, and also 
by boat and by plane as roads 
were often closed.

What did your wife and 
family think of the risks 
you were taking?

My wife has a strong faith. As 
long as she knows I’m doing 
God’s will, she will support 
me. Her attitude helped the 
children to grow in a secure 
and happy home. 

Were there many Christian 
co-labourers and ministry 
families who left the work, 
the country? Because of 
the dangers?

Very few of our staff left the 
work and the country. But 
many volunteers left. I don’t 
blame them. One has to be 
sure one has been called to a 

certain place. Once they have 
that assurance it would be 
foolish for them to leave that 
place.

Those years were among 
the most rewarding times in 
ministry I have had. What was 
supposed to be a risk ended up 
being a great blessing to me. 
As a leader I realised I needed 
to be careful about what I 
say. I had to carefully listen 
to all sides. Then I had to 
think deeply about what the 
scriptures had to say, and 
discuss with other leaders 
about the situation we were 
facing, and about what the 
different parties said about 
the problems. After this 
time of theologising I had to 
formulate and present to the 
national family of Youth for 
Christ a word for the situation 
we were facing. I had to do 
this about four times in the 25 
years of war.

Could you tell us a bit more 
about these meetings? 
Were you striving to 
build consensus, prevent 
sundering?

These were our national 
gatherings for staff and 
volunteers that we hold 
regularly. We always did 
something on our response to 
the situation in the country. 
There were opportunities 
given for ideas from the floor 
and for discussion in groups. 
The meetings were sometimes 
heated, but with the warmth 
of the love of Jesus. Sometimes 
we were tempted to enjoy 
fellowship and ignore the 

ethnic issue. But we knew: if 
something was significant, 
we needed to talk about it; 
otherwise our fellowship 
would be shallow. 

But I believe the Lord used this 
to help our people stay united. 
This allowed us to make a 
constructive contribution to 
the situation in the nation. 

Post-war reconciliation 
has proved a hugely 
controversial issue, with 
many arguing that it must 
begin with addressing the 
legacy of the war. Speaking 
as a citizen, how much 
progress do you think has 
been made? What do you 
think needs to be done? 
 
A lot more needs to be done 
to convince the Tamils that 
they are valued contributors to 
the richness of our nation. 

What percentage of the 
population today are 
Tamils?

It was about 18% before the 
war. I believe it’s gone down 
since then, as many have left 
the country, and many died. 
Perhaps it’s about 15% now.

What percentage of the Sri 
Lankan church is Tamil?

The church has about an equal 
amount of Sinhala and Tamil 
members. 

What can the Sri Lankan 
church do to repair the 
racial rifts that have rent 
the country? What can the 
church do to prevent these 
divisions from tearing apart 
multi-ethnic communities 
and organizations? 
 
The church can demonstrate 
to the nation that it is possible 
for Sinhala and Tamil people 
to live in harmony, respecting 
and supporting each other’s 
rights and aspirations. In some 
cases we have done this; in 
other cases, we have failed.

Could you share some 
examples?

Sometimes the church has 
demonstrated this. For 
example, during the riots 

many Sinhala Christians 
protected their Tamil friends. 
Christian Sinhalese have often 
spoken up for the rights of the 
Tamils. Tamil Christians have 
often spoken against Tamil 
extremism. 

The failure was when groups 
ignored the issue and carried 
on as if there were no 
problem. 

Talking openly about the 
problems is very painful. It 
must be done sensitively and 
wisely. But if opportunities are 
not given to talk about the 
pain that a group feels, there 
will be no reconciliation.

In Sri Lanka all the groups feel 
vulnerable. We must listen 
to what all the groups think 
and feel. We have tried to 
do this in YFC. There were 
occasions when prejudice and 
anger surfaced. But when 
that happened, we sought to 
seriously listen and respond. 
Thanks to that I believe God 
has given us a relatively happy 
experience of unity in Christ.

If the pain or anger of a group 
is not taken seriously, there 
would be no hope of real 
reconciliation. Sadly, Christians 
sometimes submerge these 
feelings through emotional 
worship and affirmations of 
oneness in Christ like hugging 
and verbally wishing each 
other well. But that is not 
the answer. Worship is a 
marvellous way to affirm our 
oneness in Christ. But it must 
be done alongside frank facing 
up to the pain of each group. 

After decades of war, many 
minority Tamils are war-
weary and struggling to 
earn a living. What needs 
to be done to serve them?

Many things are needed. Each 
group must ask what God 
has called them to do and 
give themselves to that. They 
need to, of course, receive 
government sanction for 
larger projects. As for me, 
what I have tried to do is to 
go to these areas and minister 
the way I know to minister--by 
teaching the leaders from the 
Word of God and about issues 
in ministry and family. 

Tell us a bit of what you 
think about identity. As 

Ajith Fernando speaks

The English Presbytery congregations gathered at Singapore Expo for the Good Friday 
service. Photo by Leong Peng Mun.
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Video and audio podcasts of Ajith 
Fernando’s three messages may be streamed 
from True Way’s website at http://trueway.
org.sg/trueway2/video_album/show/14

much as we derive our 
spiritual identity in Christ, 
how do we teach Christians 
to think about their 
ethnic and national selves 
without jettisoning these, 
and so that their lives 
would be full?

We have to be proactive in 
affirming that Sri Lankan 
identity includes Sinhala and 
Tamil and Burgher (Eurasian) 
and Muslim people. Some 
people try to define who 
is truly Sri Lankan in selfish 
ways. I think we must not be 
ashamed to be proud of our 
own individual cultures and 
histories and to enjoy them. 
Liking something does not 
mean thinking it is superior to 
another thing! 

In your new book 
“Reclaiming Love,” you 
wrote: “Showing kindness 
to those with whom we 
are in conflict can be one 
of the greatest agents of 
healing.” Why do we find it 
hard to do this?

Prejudice is often one of 
the hardest things for even 

Christians to leave behind. In 
a time of conflict this becomes 
even more marked. We have 
to discipline ourselves to 
leave this behind and stand 
in solidarity with the needy. 
For example, there was a 
time when Muslims were sent 
out of the north by the Tamil 
extremists. We Christians 
should have shown our 
disapproval of this publicly. We 
failed to do this. I believe this 
was a case of not loving our 
neighbour. 

What can the Asian church 
teach us about suffering 
that is different from the 
perspectives offered by 
Christian writers who come 
from the West?
 
The essentiality of suffering. 
The West often looks at 
suffering as a surprising 
intrusion into our lives. The 
Bible sees it as an essential 
part of life in a fallen world 
where we are called to be in 
solidarity with the suffering. n

American Presbyterian 
pastor John Ortberg once 

wrote: “The yearning of our 
soul to attach, connect, to love 
and be loved, is the fiercest 
longing of the soul.”

On the one level, Ortberg 
is talking about a desire to 
find connection with God. 
On another level, no less 
important, the yearning is also 
for a connection with people.

All churches are called, and 
desire, to be welcoming 
communities. They know that 
people who come to church 
come to find community and 
solidarity. When people who 
find themselves in church 
communities share one faith, 
they express their bond 
faithfully in corporate worship. 

In January this year, many of us 
heard a testimony that spoke 
powerfully of this.

How Yew Seng, his wife Joyce, 
and their two boys Nathanael 
and Thaddeus came to True 
Way three years ago. They 
came, knowing no one. 
The Hows have now left for 
Australia where Yew Seng 
has a new job, but not before 
a season of settling in, and 
serving others.

Connecting, 
staying, 
growing by Soh Lay Bin

“The yearning of 
our soul to attach, 
connect, to love 
and be loved, is the 
fiercest longing of the 
soul.”

“We were active members of 
Orchard Road Presbyterian 
Church,” says Yew Seng. “We 
came one Sunday because 
we were looking for a new 
church. We weren’t frightened 
because we knew God 
would bring us, and root us 
somewhere.”

One common hurdle 
newcomers face is not 
knowing how to meet people 
when they first come. Joyce 
illustrates: “Imagine a typical 
scenario on a Sunday morning. 
After the worship service, 
when friends and families 
begin to gather in their usual 
groups, it’s not easy for a 
newcomer to ‘barge’ into a 
group.”

For this reason, on Sundays, 
many churches deploy 
welcome teams which seek out 
and assist newcomers.

continues on page 4

A rapt gathering at True Way on Maundy Thursday (top picture); the English Presbytery 
combined choir in glorious flight on Good Friday (below). Both photos by Leong Peng Mun.

The How family at dinner in Australia. Photo by Joyce How.
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These teams chaperone 
newcomers, make 
introductions, and offer 
information. They create an 
environment for newcomers 
to make decisions and 
connections. 

Most times, their greatest 
effectiveness comes from 
just being friendly and good 
neighbours.

The reception a newcomer 
receives greatly influences 
their decision to visit again.

Joyce says: “True Way does 
very well in identifying 
newcomers and by having 
a team to ‘host’ them 
immediately after the service. 
This helps ‘melt’ the ice and 
ease the awkwardness a 
newcomer may face in a new 
environment.”

But nurturing newcomers takes 
effort. Beyond the first point-
of-contact with new arrivals, 
churches have strategies to 
purposefully move the latter 
into church life. 

Bridget Tan, 33, joined True 
Way a few years ago. Married 
to Jonathan Peck, True Way is 
her first church.

She says: “While it’s natural 
for us to want to catch up with 
our friends, we should stay 
attentive to the prompting 
of the Holy Spirit. He’s calling 
us to walk across the room to 
get to know the person who’s 
standing by herself.

“The Bible asks us to love 
your neighbor as yourself. Not 
because you want something 
from her, but because God is 
love.”

Joyce is thrilled when she sees 
newcomers getting involved in 
the annual service of lessons 
and carols, one of True Way’s 
roster of intergenerational 
services. “People feel 
genuinely accepted, and 
plugged in.”

This year, True Way’s welcome 
dinners for newcomers have 
been replaced by welcome 
high-teas. Joyce recalls, 
“The people we met at our 

welcome dinner made us 
feel loved. They really took 
the effort to get to know us. 
And newcomers meet other 
newcomers!” 

She is also grateful to her 
boys’ Sunday school teachers.  
“I remember how Grace Tan, 
Sharon Ang and Low Hian Imm 
used to shoo us to go to the 
worship service. Our children 
are safe with them. Young 
couples with young children 
need this.”

She continues: “Yew Seng has 
also supported my joining the 
ministries that God has called 
me to. He held the door open 
for me.

“Then, of course, joining a 
care group helped our family 
integrate into the church life.”

Bridget explains: “My husband 
Jonathan introduced me to 
many members of the church 
and the care group. He also 
participates in church activities 
with me”

Often, newcomers are also 
new believers. They have a 
strong desire to know the 
faith, and God.

“We have to be intentional in 

She adds, “Integration lies 
with both parties – the church 
and the individuals. I think we 
don’t have to be too hard on 
ourselves when people leave. 
Very often, we have done 
well. Perhaps the Lord has a 
different plan.”

Today’s churches, 
particularly those with large 
congregations, understand 
that connecting differing 
demographics and age groups 
require creativity and courage. 
The groups are startlingly 
diverse -- baby boomers, 
Gen X and Gen Y, students, 
working adults, white-collar 
professionals, unemployed, 
retirees -  one size is not going 
to fit all.

Bridget: “I wonder if some 
newcomers feel overwhelmed 
when we try too hard to 
‘engage’ them. 

“Some people are shy and 
want to be left alone. They are 
here to learn about the faith. 
Then there are young people 
who come with their friends. 
They identify with their peer 
group, more than with the 
church. They may be sampling 
the fare. I think they “move 
on” when they don’t find what 
they are looking for in church.

“Maybe they don’t yet know 
what, or who, they are, or 
should be, looking for.”

But it is a beautiful thing when 
life-giving connections are 
made. n

Many newcomers 
drift, or stay on the 
fringes – for months, 
even years, only to 
leave. 

helping people to deepen the 
most important relationships 
in the world - with Jesus Christ 
and with the body of Christ,” 
says Joyce. “New believers 
want this.”

Bridget agrees that Christian 
education from the pulpit 
and through bible studies is 
important ministry. 

“A newcomer may find it hard 
to understand the sermons 
as she may have no prior 
knowledge of Christianity. But 
many church members and 
pastors are willing to spend 
time to provide basic lessons 
on our faith.”

But welcoming, connecting 
and integrating are parts of a 
journey which may end before 
it reaches its destination.

Despite the strategies to help 
new persons, many newcomers 
drift, or stay on the fringes – 
for months, even years, only 
to leave. 

Are there gaps in our 
strategies that need to be 
plugged?

Joyce: “I think some 
newcomers keep ties with 
their old churches. They don’t 
decide to end their ties. For 
a variety of reasons, they 
are hesitant to transfer their 
membership. And because they 
aren’t involved in voting for 
elders, deacons, ministers, it is 
not easy to grow a sense of a 
decisive commitment.”

continued from page 3

Connecting, 
staying, growing

Jonathan and Bridget Peck. Photo by Jonathan Tham.
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Our church is blessed that 
so many members actively 

serve God in so many ways.  
However, don’t we sometimes 
get the feeling that what we 
do for God is so minor that 
hardly anyone notices? In 
our humanness we can’t help 
but wonder: does God see 
our humble service, and is He 
pleased?

Take the recent production 
of the musical “The Last Days 
of Robert Wong” that we 
staged at Anglo-Chinese Junior 
College, for example.  

Some 300 people from True 
Way were involved in major 
and small roles - the actors 
and actresses, producer, 
director, singers, dancers, 
choreographers, stage 
managers, stage hands, stage 
designers, PA system crew, 
ticket designers, ticket sellers, 
drivers, befrienders, make-
up staff, logistics personnel, 
camera crew, cleaners - and 
others too many to list. Many 
people contributed generously 

from their wallets as they 
were able. Please forgive me 
if I didn’t notice your quiet 
service, contributions and 
support and left you out.

While the people on stage 
were in the limelight, many 
others backstage were out 
of sight. Like the stagehands 
who moved stage props before 
and after every new scene. Or 
the band hidden away in the 
orchestral pit!

Does God see my humble 
service?

In the excitement, perhaps 
we did not think of the band 
often. But I know that God 
noticed and appreciated their 
work. Why am I so confident 
of this?

Part of my confidence comes 
from 1 Chronicles 25, which 
faithfully records the names of 
the musicians who ministered 
in the temple in Jerusalem in 
the time of King David.  We 
read: “The sons of Asaph: 

by Mickey Chiang

1 Chronicles 25 
faithfully records the 
names of the musicians 
who ministered in the 
temple in Jerusalem 
in the time of King 
David… God knew 
each of them by name.

Zaccur, Joseph, Nethaniah, 
and Asarelah” (verse 2). We 
are told they were under the 
direction of their father Asaph. 
God knew each of them by 
name and He knew how they 
served Him as musicians.

Maybe you were “just” an 
usher.  You might think: who 
would remember the ushers 
in the rush to get into one’s 
seat?  Well, 1 Chronicles 26 lists 
the gatekeepers who guarded 
the temple day and night. 
God knew them by name. So 
I’m sure that He knew who 
the True Way ushers were, 
who manned the doors at the 

Linking hands, hearts and lives, the cast of Robert Wong bring down the curtain to thunderous applause. Photo by Jedidiah Lim.

The band in the pit. Photo by Jonathan Tham.
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theatre. God saw them even in 
the dim light of the theatre.

Or maybe you were not 
even at work during the 
performances. Perhaps you 
were handling the financial 
work, sweating for months 
over ticket collections, praying 
to God to provide the shortfall, 
and thinking hard how you, 
on your part, could help raise 
additional finance. Well, 
be encouraged: just as God 
knew the people in charge of 
the “treasuries of the house 
of God and the treasuries 
for the dedicated things” (1 
Chr 26:20), God knows who 
handled the finances for “The 
Last Days of Robert Wong”. He 
knows you by name.

And even if all you did was to 
pray for the success of each 
stage of the production, or for 
more non-believers to watch 
the show and encounter Jesus, 
or for all the tickets to be sold, 
please know that God sees 
how you have poured out 
your heart for the musical. 
God hears all our prayers, no 
matter how softly we whisper 
them.

And certainly he 
knows even the 
smallest thing we do 
for Him.

In Short by Lee Chung Horn

continues on page 7

New church committee

In the wake of an increased 
level of public scrutiny of 

charities and societies in the 
last two years, Singaporean 
churches are now legally 
bound to greater rigor in their 
governance and fund-raising 
activities.

“We’re registered as a society 
under the Societies Act, and 
a charity under the Charities 
Act,” explains Tan Teoh Khoon. 
Teoh Khoon, a church elder, 
supervises a newly appointed 
committee in our English 
Congregation.

Church leaders and, in certain 
circumstances, members have 
legal obligations under various 
acts and regulations governing 
charities and societies. These 
regulations protect the public, 
who may be moved to give 
funds to churches. They also 
provide guidance on how 
funds are raised and used. 
This process protects church 
communities.

The church’s new Governance 
Advisory Committee comprises 
three lawyers and three 
accountants.  The committee 
met to examine the new 
legal requirements, and have 
crafted a guide to fund-raising 
activities.

Says committee member David 
Alfred: “To uphold good 
governance, we need the 
understanding of everyone 
involved.”

Elder Tan: “Good governance 

enhances our Christian work.”
The other members of the 
team are Lee Peck Hian, Jared 
Chen, Chen Shumin and Tan 
Tong Lain.

Seminar for church 
leaders

The English Presbytery held 
the first of its 2013 leadership 
seminars at TWPC on 5 May. 
Titled “Enhancing pastor-
laity team partnership”, this 
meeting attracted some 75 
pastors, elders and deacons 
from local Presbyterian 
churches. Speaker Rev Dr 
Daniel Chua shared deeply 
about the need for clergy and 
laity to work in partnership 
to serve their congregations. 
He drew from his own 
experiences pastoring Mt 
Carmel Bible-Presbyterian 
Church, pointing out how roles 
may be defined to allow for 
genuine leadership to flourish, 
how true pastoral authority 
germinates, how differences 
may be resolved, and how 
church boards may locate 
positions of liberty, affirmation 
and nurturing.The fact is God is almighty; 

He is omniscient and sees 
everything. God knows 
everything. God heard Jonah 
when he was praying in the 
belly of a big fish swimming in 
the sea. The Bible tells us there 
is no place we can go, be it on 
top of a mountain or in the 
depths of the sea where God 
is not there. There is nothing 
we could ever hide from Him. 
And certainly he knows even 
the smallest thing we do for 
Him. n
  

What the audiences didn’t see at the Robert 
Wong musical. Photos by William Neo, 
Jonathan Tham, Lee Chung Horn.

David Alfred and Tan Teoh Khoon. Photo by William Neo.

Rev Dr Daniel Chua. Photo by Lee Chung Horn.
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Women’s ministry 
celebrates 3rd anniversary

When she first felt God’s 
prompts to minister to 

women, Sally Chng struggled 
intensely with her insecurities. 
She never expected to set 
up a ministry, much less that 
God would use this journey to 
transform her heart. 

Gathering women together

While CGs and other ministries 
can cater to any group, Sally 
realised there was no platform 
to unite women in church. 
She became convinced that a 
women’s group would help 
women, young and old, to 
grow in faith.  

“And if we have God’s word in 
our hearts, we can help each 
other to serve and love our 
families and friends - and in a 
woman’s gentle way,” she said.

But she was terrified. Still, 
this drove her to prayer and 
meditation on God’s word. 
Finally, in 2010, with God’s 
promise in Deuteronomy, “Do 
not fear for I am with you 
always”, she took the plunge.

In January, the Women’s 
Ministry  (WM) commemorated 
its third anniversary. It has 
seen women from both in and 
outside the church attend its 
talks, events such as Swap and 
Mother & Daughter bonding, 
and workshops teaching skills 
from cooking to origami. Lee 
Soo San, a core team member, 
said: “I’m encouraged by more 
and more ladies attending and 
bringing their friends.”

Another attendee found the 
sight of women who gave 
their time to caring for others’ 
needs “an encouragement.”

Linking up and bearing 
fruit

Sally feels heartened when 
women in church approach her 

We can help each 
other to serve and 
love our families and 
friends – and in a 
woman’s gentle way.

by Michelle Cheong, Julia Liu and Lydianne Yap

to offer their talents and skills 
in workshops. 

“I’m happy to be the link,” she 
insists, “when people come 
with ideas and suggestions, I 
give them the platform, and 
they grow through serving 
God.”

Such links yield unexpected 
blessings, such as when Koh 

Siew Peng met a Cambodian 
lady at a WM meeting. This 
led to Siew Peng’s spending a 
very fruitful time in Kep City, 
Cambodia. The trip took place 
during her teaching sabbatical, 
an event Siew Peng calls “a 
great gift of generosity from 
God.”

Sally also points to two 
“fruits” from God: Firstly, the 

continued from page 6

In Short
Church elections

True Way held its annual 
congregational meeting on 
26 May 2013. Rev Tan Cheng 
Huat was elected as Associate 
Minister for a term of four 
years. Lek Siang Hwa and 
Welvin Lim were elected as 
elders. Bernard Leong and 
Daniel Lim were elected as 
deacons.

Easter baptisms

On Easter Sunday, the church 
celebrated the baptism of 

eight adults and youths, 
receiving four others through 
confirmation. Another three 
persons transferred their 
memberships to True Way. 

The tradition of Easter 
baptisms goes back many 
centuries. Christians recognize 
how the resurrection glory 
of Easter casts brilliant light 
on the sacramental sealing 
of believers into new life by 
baptism. This practice both 
deepens our understanding of 
baptism, and magnifies the joy 
of our Easter worship. 

Said Timothy Tan, 40, one of 
the four candidates who were 
confirmed in the church: “I 
was baptized as a baby. But I 

left church. Since coming back 
to True Way seven years ago, 
my faith deepened. I became 
a new disciple, the disciple I 
never was.  I felt a strong pull 
to be confirmed.”

For Charles Lee, 25, baptism 
was significant for three 
reasons. He said: “First, I’d 
been waiting to get my 
parents’ consent to get 
baptized for a long time. I’d 
decided that even if they said 
no this time, I would go ahead. 
But they said yes. 

“What added to the day for 
me was the sight of two non-
Christian colleagues coming 
to witness my baptism. My 
Christian colleagues worked 
hard to do this.

Finally, hearing Pastor Edwin 
Wong pronounce over me: 
‘Train yourself for godliness.’ 
That got me thinking.” n

Charles Lee (second from right) was one 
of fifteen who became communicant 
members on Easter Sunday. Photo by Koh 
Ee Wee.

Sally Chng and the women’s ministry celebrate three years of growth. Photo by William Neo.
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Ever since it began in the late 
1970s, the Alpha Course has 

attracted many participants 
all around the world. The 
numbers take your breath 
away: over 40, 000 courses, 
more than 160 countries, 16 
million men and women.

Alpha first came to Singapore 
in 1999. Come June, it will 
make its debut at True Way.

Alpha began at Holy Trinity 
Brompton Church in central 
London in the late 1970s, 
initially as a means of 
presenting the basic principles 
of the Christian faith to new 
Christians in a relaxed and 
informal setting.

But by 1990, when former 
lawyer Nicky Gumbel took 
over the course, Alpha had 
become a central program in 
the church. While leading his 
second Alpha course, Gumbel 
realised how powerful its 
appeal was to non-believers 
and non-churchgoers. He set 
to adapting the course to suit 
his groups.

Public enthusiasm for the 
course grew during the 1990s, 
initially in the UK and then 
internationally, as churches 

and groups began to try it 
out. These churches and 
groups discovered in the 
process, how Alpha made 
sense to people who were 
hungry for meaning.

True Way may be running its 
first Alpha course this June, 
but the journey to adopting 
the course began some two 
years ago.

Deacon Lawrence Fu, a 
member of the Alpha core 
team, says: “Alpha was already 
on the minds of our church 
leaders two, maybe three years 
ago. We were keen to study 
new strategies for evangelism. 
In church, we’d run several 
evangelistic programs, many, 
faithfully, and on an annual 
basis. But we felt fresh ideas 
were important.”

What of the existing 
programs?

Alpha comes 
to True Way
by Joyce Peh and Lee Chung Horn

Alpha is the package 
that may deliver 
these answers in an 
atmosphere that is 
relaxed, friendly and 
intellectually honest.

ministry has reached out to 
newcomers, and integrated 
them in the church community 
and CGs. Secondly, it provided 
a platform for women to 
invite non-Christian friends to 
church. 

Soo San agreed, adding, “It 
is a good bridge to church, as 
our women friends find first 
coming to our workshops less 
intimidating.”

Family and naps

Still, Sally feels something is 
missing in WM and the wider 
church: deeper study of God’s 
word. However, she realised 
that many women cannot 
commit regularly to long-term 
bible study. 

A core team member: “For 
many women, Saturday 
is committed to family 
obligations.”  

Another woman who attended 
WM only once said: “I take my 
naps on Saturday and Sunday 
afternoons”. 

For these reasons, WM works 
hard to create interesting 
events to attract women. Talks 
exploring a range of pertinent 
topics are carefully planned 
to equip women to better 
serve their communities and 
families, whether married or 
single, students or mothers.  

Another reason why Sally and 
her team persevere is because 
they believe women need 
women leaders. 

“It’s biblical,” explained Sally. 
“It’s important to have a 

Women need women 
leaders.

mentor of the same gender 
to avoid any temptation or 
misunderstanding.” 

Learning to love

And it is through mentoring 
and service, that Sally has 
found unexpected growth. 
Once a self-acknowledged 
“task-oriented, not people-
oriented” person, Sally has 
realised she was not obeying 
God’s commandment to love 
others.

She confessed: “Though I get 
along with people, I might not 
be interested in them.

“God helped me see people in 
a different light – through His 
love for them. In obedience 
I pray for Him to show me 
whom to help, and sometimes 
the person with a pressing 
need would walk right past 
after service!”

She learnt to listen attentively 
and share her life with others, 
growing closer to her core 
team, and other women in 
church. This enriched her life.

“I just tried to be obedient 
to the Lord, and I saw myself 
growing more interested in 
other women, and in maturity 
in Christ,” she said.

When asked if a men’s ministry 
would bring similar good, Sally 
said, with a laugh, “Why not? 
It would benefit our brothers, 
so I would definitely support 
it!” n 

Training women to serve God and neighbour takes imagination and gumption. Photo by 
William Neo.

Explaining the nuts and bolts, Rev Jeff Tay prepares our teams for a new work in Alpha. 
Photo by Jedidiah Lim.
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“Nothing was wrong with the 
old programs,” says senior 
minister Rev Tan Cheng Huat.  
“Our Gospel Sundays, mid-
autumn festival celebrations, 
Starry Starry Night, 
neighborhood tracting were 
fine, it’s just we wanted a 
program that offered good 
answers to big life-questions.”

Alpha is the package that may 
deliver these answers. And in 
an atmosphere that is relaxed, 
friendly and intellectually 
honest.

“There were a few concerns 
about Alpha,” says Fu. “But 
most of these seemed to stem 
from unfamiliarity. Alpha was 
new to so many of us. Once 
people understood what the 
course was about, we now see 
they’re willing to give it a try.”

The updated Alpha program 
allows our pastors to adapt 
the material to be in line with 
the Presbyterian doctrine, 
and the fact that a number of 
Presbyterian congregations 
have started to run the 
program gave the leadership 
the confidence to proceed 
with a pilot program in 2013.

A platoon of 56 True-Wayans 
gathered recently to attend 
an Alpha Mock-Up. Many 
people already knew that the 
course comprised ten weekly 
night sessions covering a 
curriculum of essential topics 
about Christianity. But they 
were keen to understand 
the nuts and bolts of the 
course, what their specific 
responsibilities were, and how 
non-Christian guests could 
expect.

The Mock-up was helmed by 
local coordinator Rev Jeff Tay. 
Tay, an ex-Bible Presbyterian 
pastor, works full-time at 
Alpha Singapore.

Says Tay: “Alpha builds bridges 
between Christians and non-
Christians. These people meet 
as strangers but you will be 
amazed at the strength of the 
new friendships!”

His experience working with 
Alpha courses in Singapore 
has been that the ties are so 
strong that they never crumble 
in the heat of confrontation 
moments in the ten-week long 
course.

“We intentionally confront 

and challenge people to make 
decisions for Christ many times 
in the course. And we’ve never 
seen friendships wrecked. 
In an amazing way, people 
understand, or begin to 
understand, what lies beneath 
the question - love.”

A young adult worshipper 
who asked not to be named: 
“I guess I had mixed feelings 
about the program. I 
wondered if there were other 
better programs that we could 
run. But I recently found out 
that one of my friends came to 
know God through the Alpha 
program.”

Rev Edwin Wong, another 
member of the core team, says: 
“Alpha began in the Church 
of England, the Anglican 
church. God’s Spirit caused 
it to flourish so much that it 
has attracted many parties. 
Doubters will learn there is 
nothing intrinsically wrong 
with its material.”

Many True Wayans are excited 
to see how Alpha will play out 
in True Way. 

Church members Pearl Tan and 
Wayne Kwan, among several 
others, will be in the church’s 
front party. Tan, who teaches 

Alpha builds bridges 
between Christians 
and non-Christians.

“We intentionally 
confront and 
challenge people to 
make decisions for 
Christ many times in 
the course. And we’ve 
never seen friendships 
wrecked.”

at a local university: “We are 
preparing ourselves. There is 
work to be done.”

Kwan: “We’re all new to this. 
If God has allowed Alpha to 
bear fruit in many churches, 
we want to become partners.”

Another woman congregant: 
“When I asked the Christians 
in my office whether their 
churches were doing the Alpha 
program, they screamed and 
said yes! Many of their non-
believing friends have been 
blessed through the program. 
At first, my colleagues didn’t 
expect people would stay for 
ten sessions. But amazingly 
there are many people who 
do!”

One of Alpha’s distinctives is 
an environment in which all 
questions are welcome, and all 
people loved and respected. 
The course allows participants 
to work through a series 
of critical faith questions. 
These include the important 
questions of who Jesus is, why 
He had to die, how God guides 
people today, how people 
can find faith in the modern 
church, among others.

At a one-day training session, 
church member Wikendro 
Djumin says: “My wife Gladys 
and I learned many useful 
tips about participating in the 
Alpha small groups. She says 
she’ll take care of the food and 
beverages for the guests. I’m 

praying to know what my role 
ought to be. I’m encouraged!”

Rev Tan offers this: “Alpha 
will be a very good platform 
for True Wayians to do 
evangelism. We would like to 
encourage the whole church 
to bring their friends to the 
Alpha course.” n

Wikendro Djumin learns how to keep the questions coming in his small group. Photo by Jedidiah Lim.

Rev Tan Cheng Huat, Rev Edwin Wong, 
Lawrence Fu (top picture); Pearl Tan (left, 
lower picture). Photos by Jedidiah Lim.
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A Cuppa with Preacher George Ang

A Cuppa is a column of conversations on current issues in the True Way church family, and the church at large.

Preacher George Ang shares a cuppa with TOGETHER. Photo by Jonathan Tham.

TOGETHER: What was your 
earliest memory of TWPC?

George Ang: I remember 
in 1980 we had a 20-strong 
choir led by Freddie Tan and 
a wonderful English worship 
service led by Preacher Michael 
Chung. Freddie Tan was the 
man who taught me to sing 
the tenor parts in the choir 
from 1980 to 1984. Preacher 
Michael Chung took me 
through baptism classes in 
1979.

I also remember Tan Hock 
Thiam and Koh Guat Hua. 
Hock Thiam brought me to 
True Way in 1976. Guat Hua 
encouraged me to teach 
Sunday school. This was in 
1981. I taught for three years.

In the early days, the English 
service was only about 
80-strong. We were a small 
church and everyone knew 
everybody else.  Nobody felt 
shy. We had fellowship inside 
a small shed with an aluminum 
roof. There were two swings 
which sat six people each. I 
recall sitting in them for my 
quiet meditations. I miss those 
days.

What, looking back, did 
you feel was most exciting 
about TWPC’s early days?

The closeness we had because 
we were few. That, to me, 
was special. I enjoyed the 
walkathons and the food and 
fun fairs that we organised 

to raise funds for the church 
building projects. All these 
happened in the 80s and 90s.
I also liked the “Cold Turkey” 
evangelism very much. We 
went to the flats near the 
Queenstown swimming pool 
area. There we went door 
to door to share the gospel. 
This door-to-door type of 
evangelism was dubbed “Cold 
Turkey” evangelism because 
it wasn’t easy. You needed a 
stout heart and strong legs 
to do it. The people we met 
often gave us a cold shoulder. 
Not only were they complete 
strangers to you, they weren’t 
interested in what you wanted 
to say. They weren’t afraid to 
tell you no. 

If you managed to talk with 
them and they accepted the 
Christian faith, it was hard 
to get them into a follow-up 
program. So it was a touch-
and-go type of evangelism. 
In ways, it’s similar to the 
current street evangelism that 
I’ve been doing for almost a 
decade now. We don’t go door 
to door. Instead we witness 
and hand out tracts near 
MRT locations like Bugis and 
Clementi. 

When did you hear God 
calling you to full-time 
ministry?  What were your 
first steps of preparation?

Prior to God’s call to full-
time ministry, I was a quality 
engineer in ST Aerospace 
Engineering. I worked 
there twelve years. I wasn’t 
altogether happy there. I 
wanted to do something 
that would give me more 
satisfaction. The desire to 
serve the Lord in full-time 
service had been in my heart 
for some time. I remember 
reading a headline in a 
Child Evangelism Fellowship 
newsletter that asked: 
“Have you ever considered 
full-time service?” It caught 

my attention. I went for an 
interview, and joined CEF in 
1997. 

After serving there for four 
years, the Lord impressed upon 
my heart that I should pursue 
theological studies. 

You’re the person who 
sends out electronic 
prayer requests to our 
congregants. What do you 
think are the strengths of 
this mechanism?

Well, this helps generate 
prayer support for people with 
prayer needs very quickly! I’m 
thrilled that people are able to 
pray in solidarity. When there 
is answered prayer, we quickly 
relay the news. Giving thanks 
when God answers our prayers 
brings joy. This mechanism 
helps to build unity and love 
in the church. Commitment to 
prayer for people in the church 
family demonstrates that we 
take prayer seriously, and helps 
us take concrete steps to grow 
into a warm and caring church. 

Some people hesitate to 
submit prayer requests. 
What could we do to 
encourage them?

It takes courage to tell others 
that you are in trouble or 
need. Learning to trust our 
brothers and sisters with our 
needs is not easy. But we need 
to let people help us. After we 
learn to do this, we discover 
we are freed to help others 
and pray for them.

At the end of a long day, 
what gives you joy?

I rejoice in serving the King 
of Kings and the Lord of 
Lords. What brings joy is the 
knowledge that God has given 
me the privilege to serve Him 
and His people. n


