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Loving the alien, the weak
Lit by street lights and 

fluorescent lamps, the place 
looked wholly alien to me. The 
sights, sounds and smells were 
disorienting and disconcerting 
as I walked down a row of shop 
houses. 

Rubbish littered the pavement, 
and a few spots reeked of 
sewage. A pack of Chinese men 
sat on the steps of an overhead 
crossing. They were nursing 
drinks, and conversing in a 
dialect I didn’t understand. 

We – I was with a group of 
young adults – walked past a 
pub. At the door, four women 
stood. The night was warm, 
but their scanty wear kept their 
skin dry. They were waiting to 
negotiate a price, a good price. 
One of the young women in 
my group gasped, and looked 
away.

“Welcome! To the streets of 
prostitution!” One of the 
women bellowed, leering, her 
mouth wide open.

We hurried past her. The street 
was swollen with a good flow 
of customers, looking for food, 
alcohol, and sex. The smell of 
food hung in the air – tangy 
and foreign. Certainly many of 
the men were migrants. The 
shops were buying and selling 
mobile devices - our desire for 
gadgets that would connect us 
ensured a brisk trade tonight.

Turning a corner, we left the 
main street, and plunged 
down a small lane. The night 
was deepening. Here, the 
light lost its brazenness. The 
buildings now stood in the 
dark. Not too far away, I saw 
a newly-renovated shop front. 
Its frosted glass facade was 
flanked by two pink lamps. 

Inside the shop, a few women 
sat on a couch. A man stood 
next to the door, looking 
bored. 

We were in Geylang, in the 
heart of the red light district. 
Outside a house of ill repute. 

Why was I here? What were we 
doing here? Well, we – some 
twenty young adults from 
various Presbyterian churches in 
Singapore – were on a prayer 
walk. I don’t know whether we 
prayed or not. Our senses were 
assaulted every moment. And 
we were trying to stay out of 
harm and trouble. 

for nearly all of my life, I 
had never ventured into 
the streets of Geylang after 
nightfall. The place felt surreal 
and - other. It was nothing 
like the places where we 
live, work, or go to school. 
It was a microcosm. It had a 
life of its own, shaped by its 
residents and visitors, most of 
whom were migrant workers. 
Geylang’s ecosystem received 
and accepted sojourners and 
aliens, foreign workers and 
fornicators. Geylang does not 
ask questions, Geylang is not 
interested in judging you.

We all felt awkward and out 
of place. How could we not 
be? We looked odd, a bunch 
of well-educated, middle-
class young adults walking 
around Geylang. We all knew 
Jesus didn’t keep away from 
taxpayers, hookers and the 
downtrodden, but we didn’t 

know what that meant.

As I continued walking, I asked 
myself: where was God in all of 
this? Of course, I knew God was 
present; He is omnipresent, for 
in Him we move and have our 
being. God loves the world. But 
to my surprise, He didn’t feel 
present, not in this place. Not 
tonight. Why did I feel like this?

I learned that, in 2014, there 
were about 322,700 migrant 
construction workers in the 
local workforce. Many of 
these men work in high-risk 
environments for low wages. 
Exploitation by employers 
happens commonly. If these 
men are injured in the course 
of work, they don’t always 
get fair compensation. Often, 
sick leave becomes no-pay 
leave. Often, injury leads to 

God loves the world. 
But to my surprise, 
He didn’t feel present, 
not in this place. Geylang comes alive at night, her streets swollen with people searching for food, drinks and 

sex. Picture by Lee Chung Horn

We were part of the Synod 
Training and Exposure 
Programme (STEP). Run every 
May for young people from 
Singapore’s Presbyterian 
congregations, the two-week 
program included a visit to 
HealthServe, a non-profit 
organisation that provided 
migrant workers with medical 
care, legal advice, counselling 
services, and HIV screening 
tests.

HealthServe is located in 
Geylang. Tellingly, it was 
important for the staff who 
work in HealthServe that they 
should be in the trenches, with 
the people they serve.

The STEP also introduced us to 
Christian ministries like Tamar 
Village, Onesimus Farm, Food 
For Thought, and School of 
Thought.

While I’ve lived in Singapore 
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7 things about Christian 
baptism you should know
by Rev Ronnie Ang

Imagine you have invited your 
friends to the Easter Sunday 

Service. It is the first time some 
of them have ever witnessed 
Christian baptism. After the 
service, they are curious. Why 
sprinkle and not immerse? Why 
does the minister only invite 
baptised persons to partake of 
Holy Communion? Here are the 
seven most common questions 
about baptism that people ask 
me.

What is baptism?
 
The first baptisms for the 
church were recorded in 
Acts. In the early church, the 
apostles baptised converts 
after they professed belief in 
Jesus. Today, churches differ 
widely in their teachings 
about baptism. Some churches 
believe baptism accomplishes 
the washing away of sin, i.e. 
baptism is necessary for a 
person’s salvation. Others think 
baptism casts away evil spirits. 
Still others teach that baptism 
is only an acknowledgment of 
the salvation that is already 
received by a person when he 
puts his faith in Jesus Christ, i.e. 
baptism has no power to save 
us from sin, or free us from evil 
spirits. 

The Presbyterian Church 
believes that the Bible teaches 

disciple children whether or 
not they have been baptised 
as infants. Not having your 
infant baptised does not 
excuse you from this God-given 
responsibility. 

How should I be 
baptised?

This is probably the most 
debated question after infant 
baptism. The three widely 
accepted modes within the 
denominational churches are 
immersion, sprinkling, and 
pouring. Some Christians argue 
that immersion is the right 
mode, quoting Romans 6:3-5, 
and contending that if baptism 
has to do with death, burial 
and resurrection, then only 
immersion can symbolise burial. 
But in this passage, baptism is 
used figuratively to describe 
how Christians ought to live 
(see also 1 Corinthians 10:2; 
Galatians 3:27; Colossians 2:12). 
Romans 6:3-5 cannot really 
be used as a prescriptive text 
to argue for immersion as the 
only warranted mode. Some 
others point out that Jesus was 
baptised by immersion. But 
that example is only seen in 
Matthew and Mark, but not 
Luke and John. Furthermore it 
was John the Baptist’s baptism 
that Jesus was baptised into, 
and Christian baptism is 
different from that offered by 
John, which was a baptism of 
repentance.  

Interestingly the issue of the 
mode of baptism, as with 
communion, is a fairly recent 
debate arising out of the 
Reformation. The Didache was 
a document from the early 
Christian church written to 
teach new converts about the 
faith. It was variously dated as 
having been written between 
A.D. 80–200. Among other 
topics, it specifies baptism in 
running water, standing water, 
or water poured over the head. 
But, as it is with the type of 
elements for communion, the 

the last – that baptism is an 
outward testimony of one’s 
faith in Christ. This means that 
a believer does not baptise 
himself in secrecy, but is 
baptised before a community 
of believers by a mature 
Christian who is able to testify 
to the candidate’s faith. We 
may also see baptism as a 
sign of God’s grace upon the 
believer’s life, for without 
the grace of God, that person 
would not be able to exercise 
his faith in Christ. 

Why must I be 
baptised?

The proper question to ask is: 
why should I not get baptised? 
The simple answer is Jesus 
instructed believers to be 
baptised. This is a command 
in the Great Commission 
(Matthew 28:18-20). The early 
disciples heard, and obeyed the 
command. We receive baptism 
because if we accept Jesus as 
our Lord and Saviour, we want 
also to be obedient to His 
teachings. 

When should I be 
baptised?

The book of Acts seems to 
suggest that believers were 
baptised almost immediately 
after they were converted. Why 
then do we make candidates 
wait for Easter or Christmas, 
attend membership classes, and 
share their testimonies in front 
of the congregation before we 
baptise them? 

Well, our circumstances 
are different from those 
in the early church. These 
circumstances determine when 
a person is ready for baptism. 
In the time of Acts, churches 
were young, newly sprung up, 
often in hostile environments. 
There was persecution. Hence, 
baptism followed almost 
immediately while the apostles 
were still in the vicinity. 

Conversions were usually 
genuine, and new converts 
were ready for baptism.

Our circumstances today are 
different. Young converts may 
face parental disapproval. In 
this situation it may be good 
to wait. On the other hand, 
some conversions may need 
confirmation to ensure that the 
person is not getting baptised 
for the wrong reasons. It is 
therefore good for the church 
to teach and instruct believers 
as they prepare themselves to 
take this step of obedience. 
So there is no hurry unless you 
think you might die before you 
are baptised. But you should 
also not tarry just because you 
don’t like to attend classes, 
or are frightened of sharing 
your testimony. If you have 
truly believed and there is no 
compelling reason to hold 
you back, the time is right for 
you to be baptised at the next 
baptism service.

Should my infant be 
baptised?

The Presbyterian Church 
practices infant baptism 
but does not teach that the 
baptism will save the infant 
from his sins. Like an adult 
baptism, an infant baptism 
is similarly an outward 
testimony, but of a parent’s 
public commitment before 
the Christian community to 
bring his infant up in the fear 
of God. The practice is based 
on covenant theology which 
encourages the Christian 
community to acknowledge, 
welcome and nurture infants 
of Christian parents as part of 
God’s covenant family so that 
infants may grow up in the 
fear of God and receive Jesus 
personally as their Lord and 
Saviour when they have come 
of age.

A point to note:  it is the 
responsibility of parents and 
the Christian community to 

Baptism is a sacrament, a means of grace. 
Photo by Jonathan Tham.
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but since the church is a 
spiritual entity, baptism is a 
good and biblical criterion. 

Why can’t I partake of 
the Lord’s Supper until 
I am baptised?

It is the practice of the 
Presbyterian Church in 
Singapore to serve communion 
only to those who have been 
baptised, and who understand 
the significance of the bread 
and the wine. Some churches 
do not have this restriction 
and the table is open to any 
believer who desires to receive 
Holy Communion. Therefore 
some worshippers may feel 
disappointed that they’re not 
allowed to partake of the 
Lord’s Supper because they are 
not yet baptised. 

mode of baptism remains 
a subjective and secondary 
issue.

What has baptism 
to do with church 
membership?

This question is usually asked 
in the context of a local 
church membership where 
members are expected to 
fulfil obligations related to 
church affairs and business, 
like attending annual general 
meetings to pass budgets, 
approve audited accounts or 
policies, and to elect leaders. 
For the Presbyterian Church 
in Singapore, a believer who 
is baptised automatically 
becomes a member of that 
church and is expected to fulfil 
his obligations accordingly. 

The requirement to fulfil 
obligations should not, but 
sometimes hinders believers 
from seeking to be baptised. 

We need to recognise that 
a church in Singapore, as in 
many countries, has to be 
registered as a religious society 
in order to gather legally. As a 
registered society, churches are 
expected to follow mandatory 
laws of the land. This includes 
having a constitution that 
addresses governance and 
policies, how members are 
accepted, and what their 
obligations and privileges are. 
As a lawful entity, the church 
is expected to maintain a 
membership nominal roll and 
exercise responsibility over 
her members’ conduct and 
behaviour. There are various 
ways to derive her membership 
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Loving the alien, 
the weak

repatriation. Many of these 
men struggle to pay the high 
fees charged by agents who 
arrange for them to come to 
Singapore for work.

Mixed up with these unjust 
conditions, there is also human 
trafficking. Human trafficking 
is the trade of humans, 
most commonly for forced 
labour and commercial sex. 
Governments fight this evil, 
but the work is complex and 
difficult.

The founder of HealthServe 
is Goh Wei Leong, a Christian 
doctor. HealthServe is engaged 
in social action, so that the 
needy would not be forgotten.

Perhaps God’s Spirit was 
working through Geylang’s 
faithful servants, men and 
women who labour day and 
night in love and obscurity, 
ministering to the lowly.  

Elsewhere in the vicinity, 
Taiwanese Christian missionary 
Shih Shu Hui was reaching out 
to local prostitutes through 
a ministry she founded. This 
ministry is Tamar Village, 
which believes that women 
caught in the commercial sex 
trade deserve a second chance. 
Tamar preaches the good 

news of Jesus Christ to them, 
praying that this rescues them 
from the market. Not only 
do Tamar Village volunteers 
equip the women with work 
skills, they also provide care 
for the women’s children. One 
Christmas night, a team from 
Tamar Village sang Christmas 
carols on the streets, handing 
out cookies to people, even to 
those inside the brothels. Such 
a show of faithful bravado in 
Geylang was unheard of. But 
God’s servants were driven by 
the Spirit into the wilderness 
of Geylang, bringing love to 
the unloved, and hope to the 
ashamed in our world.

In competitive Singapore, 
migrant labourers and sex 
workers don’t often get respect, 
or a second thought. Perhaps 
Singaporeans see the labourers 
as a necessary inconvenience, 
and the sex workers a societal 
embarrassment. When these 
people need help, to whom 
can they turn? Who remembers 
their plight, who fights for  
their rights? 

I remember Psalm 146:

How blessed is the one whose 
helper is the God of Jacob,

whose hope is in the Lord his 
God,

the one who made heaven and 
earth,

the sea, and all that is in them,
who remains forever faithful,
vindicates the oppressed,
and gives food to the hungry.

The Lord releases the 
imprisoned.

The Lord gives sight to the 
blind.

The Lord lifts up all who are 
bent over.

The Lord loves the godly.
The Lord protects those residing 

outside their native land;
he lifts up the fatherless and 

the widow,
but he opposes the wicked.

Psalm 146 expresses the love 
our God and Creator has for 
the downtrodden of society. 
Our God is a God of justice 
and mercy, loving both the 
sojourner and the harlot, and 
desiring them to know Him and 
live. 

Christians are called to love, 
and care for their neighbour 
as themselves. To a teacher of 
the Law who asked “Who is my 
neighbour?” Jesus explains that 
every person who needs mercy 
is our neighbour (Lk 10:25-37). 
Also, it is not only about “who 
is my neighbour?” but “who 
can I be a neighbour to?”

Our missional God came to us 
in compassion. He requires the 
same of us. He requires us to 
act justly, walk humbly with 
Him, and give mercy to those 
who need it most: the hungry, 
the thirsty, the sojourner, the 
naked and the infirm (Micah 
6:8; Mt 25:31-46)

The way we live is given 
shape by our love for others, 

compassion for their suffering, 
and concern for their welfare. 
Doing this, we lift up Jesus 
Christ as a light to the nations, 
to the ends of the world.

Christians can get involved in 
mercy work by volunteering 
and receiving on-the-job 
training. Or they could give 
financially to support social 
action ministries. Mercy work 
is complex, tiring and multi-
dimensional, and churches 
need to take an honest look at 
their prejudices, resources and 
readiness before jumping in.

Later that May night, we stood 
with a Chinese worker who 
had come into the HealthServe 
office a few months earlier. 
He had received medical 
treatment. And he received 
Christ. He tells us now that, 
driven by the Holy Spirit, he 
has started to study the Bible. 
Now he wants to bring the 
gospel back to his home town 
in China. 

Tamar Village’s Shih Shu Hui: 
“We learned, by God’s grace, 
that one street lady and her 
children turned to Christ. She 
renounced her old life. Her 
eldest child has returned to 
school. And we hear that she 
is now reconciled with her 
estranged husband.” n

The practice is a simple way 
to safeguard the sacredness 
of the table so that every 
person who partakes of the 
Lord’s Supper knows what he 
or she is doing. And since the 
Presbyterian Church does not 
teach that the elements bring 
healing or blessings in the 
same way baptism does not 
save or exorcise, worshippers 
should not feel disappointed 
that they are not allowed to 
partake.

Both baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper are holy sacraments 
instituted by the Lord Jesus. 
They are means of grace. We 
pray that every believer will 
understand the significance 
of the elements and the 
significance of baptism, and 
seek to be baptised. n

Our missional 
God came to us in 
compassion.
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Why do Christians sing?
by Mickey Chiang

One thing many people 
notice when they first 

attend a worship service 
in a church is that we 
Christians sing a lot. True 
Way Presbyterian Church is 
no different. We love to sing 
hymns and Christian spiritual 
songs. But why do Christians 
sing?

Is singing biblical? Does the 
Holy Bible prescribe it?

Well, the primary reason why 
we sing is because the Bible 
mentions many instances of 
the believers of God singing.  
These instances have become 
examples for us to follow.  
We first read about singing 
in Exodus Chapter 15. God 
had freed the Israelites from 
being slaves in Egypt and they 
were near the Red Sea, with 
Pharaoh’s army in pursuit. The 
Israelites had no means of 
escape. But God miraculously 
parted the Red Sea so that the 
Israelites could cross to the 
opposite shore. The Egyptian 
army charged after them but 
drowned when the waters 
returned. In exultation, Moses 
and the Israelites then sang 
a song memorialising the 
amazing deliverance. This song 
is now known as the Song of 
Moses (Exodus 15:1-18).

We’re told that the prophetess 
Miriam then took a tambourine 
and led the Israelite women 
in dancing and singing, “Sing 
to the Lord, for He is highly 
exalted. The horse and its 
rider He has hurled into the 
sea.” Her words echo the first 
stanza of the Song of Moses.  
So here we have two examples 
of a roughly 3,500 year old 
song praising the Lord for His 
amazing deed.

But the Israelites also broke 
into song and dance when 
Aaron, Moses’ elder brother, 
made a golden calf idol. This 
incident happened when 
Moses had left the people to 
meet God on Mount Sinai. 
We do not know what they 
sang, but whatever it was, it 
was not melodious. Indeed, 
when Moses came down the 
mountain, his aide Joshua 

heard the raucous shouting 
and said, “There is the sound 
of war in the camp” (Exodus 
32:17). Moses replied, “It is not 
the sound of victory, it is not 
the sound of defeat, it is the 
sound of singing that I hear.”  
Somehow this was singing that 
sounded like fighting. Was 
this because the people were 
singing in honour of an idol? 
We don’t know the answer 
but perhaps this isn’t the way 
worshipping Christians should 
sing.

We know that there are songs 
that are displeasing to God. 
When the people of Israel had 
turned away from God in their 
hearts, God said that He would 
no longer listen to the melody 
of their harps or the noise of 
their “idle” songs (Amos 5:23; 
6:5). Taking away the ability to 
make music was sometimes a 
sign of judgment on Israel and 
on other nations (Amos 8:3,10; 
Ezekiel 26:13).

So what do Christians sing? 
We Presbyterians have our 
own hymnal. Because of 
their long history, hymns are 
often filled with rich imagery. 
But we’re not limited to the 
hymns in the hymnal. Many 

contemporary Christian songs 
like “Speak, O Lord” have 
become popular, especially 
to younger Christians. There 
are many lovely songs for 
children, like “Jesus Loves the 
Little Children” and “This Is My 
Father’s World”. Good songs 
transcend time and generations 
because their words are true 
and their melodies inspire 
devotion. 

Many people have aspired to 
compose lyrics or music, but 
it is not an easy task. I know, 
for I have tried this before, 
and not very successfully! 
Sometimes the words are 
clumsy. Sometimes, often 
unintentionally, they are not 
biblically correct. This is why 
worship teams often examine 
their song selections when they 
plan services.

If we pay attention to the 
words we sing, we might 
sometimes find some of 
them awkward. This has 
certainly been the experience 
of American Christians who 
did not support the recent 
US military operations in the 
Middle East. “Onward Christian 
Soldiers” was one hymn that 
made people uncomfortable. 
Written by Sabine Baring-
Gould, this early 19th century 
hymn was thought by some 
congregations to be too 
nationalistic to be sung when 
American lives were being lost 
in protracted conflicts that 
divided public opinion.

I remember another hymn, 
the lovely “Lead on, O King 
Eternal.” Ernest W. Shurtleff, 
who wrote this song, lived from 
1862 to 1917. This period was a 
time of empire building, when 
the British fought numerous 
wars and battles in many places. 
British writers, consciously or 
unconsciously, wrote hymns 
that soldiers could carry into 
battle. Should the words “Lead 
on, O King eternal, the day of 
march has come. Henceforth 
in fields of conquest, Thy tents 
shall be our home,” trip easily 
off our lips, even if our political 
consciences don’t struggle with 
post-colonialism angst? 

But sing we must. James 5:13 
exhorts us to sing: “Is anyone 
cheerful? Let him sing praise.” 
We sing to praise God, we 
sing to worship Him, we sing 
in thanksgiving. We sing 
to remind ourselves of His 
greatness, limitless power, 
mighty deeds, commandments 
and teachings. It is easier to 
remember God’s words in the 
form of songs, especially songs 
that rhyme. 

The Book of Psalms in the 
Bible is a collection of religious 
songs. The psalms erupt in joy, 
they also plumb despair. They 
express gratitude. In Psalm 18, 
David sang of His love for God, 
after God saved him from the 
hands of King Saul who had 
hunted him for years. 

After the Last Supper, Jesus 
and eleven disciples sang a 
hymn (Mark 14:26). They then 
walked to the Mount of Olives 
where Jesus was later arrested. 
Singing was evidently a part of 
community.

When communities sing, they 
are drawn closer. Singing lifts 
the spirit, and remind us of 
common beliefs and hopes. 
Singing allows us to express 
our love to God. n

But sing we must.… 
We sing to praise 
God, we sing to 
worship Him, we sing 
in thanksgiving. 

When communities 
sing, they are drawn 
closer.… Singing 
allows us to express 
our love to God.

When Christians sing, they praise a loving God, and are drawn closer to each other. Photo by 
Jonathan Tham.
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On Holy Wednesday and 
Maundy Thursday, the 

organisers of this year’s Easter 
Convention were surprised 
that they had come up short. 

Of seats, that is. 

The lack was the product 
of the record numbers who 
came to remember the 
poignant events of the last 
week of Jesus’ life, and listen 
to a trio of messages from 
Rev Dr Christopher Chia. A 
contingency room was opened. 
Ushers hastily dragged out 
chairs and pushed benches into 
lobby areas. 

Church elders, hastily 
summoned, ensured that bread 
and wine were distributed 
smoothly during the 
traditional Holy Communion 
on Thursday. 

Over the first three nights of 
April, Adam Road Presbyterian 
Centre’s senior minister Rev 
Chia, 56, delivered a trio 
of intellectually discursive 
messages. The theme was 
“Amazed By Jesus”. The 
assembly heard about Princess 
Diana and Timothy Keller, 
about sexual betrayal and 
marital fidelity. About a 
life inside a church’s manse. 
About sibling tensions and 
geopolitical temperatures. 

The Church today is living 
with a frightening and 
dishonouring gap between 

what she professes and how 
she thinks, speaks, feels, and 
acts. 

Chia, who worked as a 
journalist before entering 
full-time Christian ministry, 

contrasted the humility of 
Jesus washing his disciples’ feet 
at the Last Supper with the 
dangerous hubris trading in 
the Church today. He argued 
that it was easy for Christians 
to “baptise” their pride, then 
hiding it behind the cloak of 
ministry. He warned Christian 
leaders not to let moral 
superiority become a crushing 
force so that it chokes out true 
love and humility.  

Rev Chia also contended 
that if Christian believers 
were honest, they’d admit 
to the war that rages inside 
their hearts – against their 
spouses, children, neighbours, 
government, even the foreign 
workers they jostle on their 
MRT commutes. They may not 
know it, but it is there.  
And thlipsis (or “trouble”, 
in English) is not only 
interpersonal, or coming 
through persecution; it festers 
outside the Church, sometimes 
across the sovereign borders 
of neighbour-states, and is a 
threat nobody has any palate 
for. Sadly, instead of paying 
attention to thlipsis, and 
taking hold of the amazing 
peace of Jesus, Christians 
are often content with the 
shallow goodwill that comes 
through churching, association 

Amazed by Jesus
by Lee Chung HornEaster Convention, April 1-3, 2015

(unquestioningly following 
Timothy Keller, D A Carson, The 
Gospel Coalition) and human 
inspiration. 

Tellingly, Chia told stories from 
his life. 

Death, he contended, 
whomever it happens to, and 
whenever it comes, is senseless. 
He recounted the memory of 
the body of his much-loved 
uncle floating down a swollen 
Malaysian river, powerfully 
comparing it with Jesus’ 
death by crucifixion. Both 
were wrong, senseless and an 
extravagant waste. He also 
spoke about the death of his 
elderly mother.

The gathered were led to 
ponder the soft underbelly of 
our human condition, the part 
of us that settles for sin, that 
tricks us into believing that life 
is filled with morally neutral 
positions we could occupy, 
when, in fact, there are none.
Chia foresaw trouble in the 
Singapore church, and was not 
afraid to ask us to look upon 
its form as well as imagine 
what might rise up before us 
in future. For example, while 
our society might be called 
religiously pluralistic, it is, 
in reality, secularistic, with 
Christian theology relegated 
to a position of neglect at best, 
or worse, to irrelevance. Chia 
argued that Christians must 
become more authentic, and 
that their faith more genuine 
if their witness were to survive, 
and transform culture.

Instead of a fake love that 
elevates self and deflates 
people, the Church needs the 
genuine love that gives all for 
the good of the other. The 
21st century Church needs to 
flee the pax romana of its day, 
a false peace of materialism 
and security, and find the true 
peace with God.

On Good Friday, April 3, the 
Presbyterian community 
gathered at the new Singapore 
Expo Max Pavilion. The 
service was led by True Way 
Presbyterian Church. n

The Church today 
is living with a 
frightening and 
dishonouring gap 
between what she 
professes and how 
she thinks, speaks, 
feels, and acts. 

A full house at 
True Way. Photo 
by Alex Lim.

The Shabach 
Choir at the 
Singapore Expo 
Max Pavilion. 
Photo by 
Jacqueline Ng.

Rev Christopher Chia argues that life in the world has no morally neutral positions. Photo by 
Alex Lim.
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Every person in our church 
body is important. Nobody 
should be neglected, or feel 
ignored. We could do more 
preaching about singleness, 
but my prayer is the Spirit of 
God will root the Word in our 
lives so that, regardless who 
we are, or what life stage 
we’re in, we would see how 
we are the beloved of God. We 
have all received gifts. We can 
all build God’s Kingdom. 

Let’s talk about seniors, 
about folks who’re in their 
60s, 70s and 80s. How are 
they important? What are 
the ways congregations 
may imaginatively and 
genuinely honour them?

Seniors are often mature 
Christians. They could be 
wonderful mentors to younger 
people. They have more time. 
They have experiences to 
share. So they have much to 
contribute to disciple-making. 
They are not over the hill. We 
can honour them by getting 
them involved in church life. 
In the choirs of many churches, 
you will see seniors singing 
alongside young people. 
When you see a senior serving 
God, won’t you say a word of 
affirmation to her?

What are the purposes of 
preaching?

I think preachers are like 
the prophets of old. We 
tend to think of prophets 
as foretellers, but most of 
the time they were really 
engaged in forthtelling. The 
prophets were primarily 
interested in reminding the 
people to remain faithful to 
their covenant with God. They 
warned people not to run 
after idols. They told people 
to practise justice and show 
mercy. 
 
When we preachers preach, 
we do the same. In our 
prophetic role, we remind 
the church to live and grow 
in her covenantal relationship 
with God. As heralds who 
speak on God’s behalf, our 
job is to faithfully and skilfully 
re-communicate what has 
already been communicated. 
This re-communication 

inspires the people of God 
to live as obedient disciples 
of Jesus so that they fulfil 
the chief purpose of their 
existence which, according 
to the Westminster Shorter 
Catechism, is ‘to glorify God 
and enjoy Him forever.’ 

What are the hopes of the 
preacher?
 
The hope of a preacher is for 
God’s revealed truth to flow 
out of the Scriptures into 
the preacher’s own life and 
through him to the lives of his 
congregation. If the sermon 
doesn’t touch lives, it’d at most 
be an impressive oration. The 
preacher inclines one ear to 
the Spirit, and the other, to 
the people. The preacher 
hopes to connect head and 
heart, intellect and emotion 
so that the whole person is 
reached.
 
These are my hopes. I remind 
myself that the goal of 
Christian preaching is not the 
admiration of the preacher 
but the proclamation of the 
gospel. We all need the gospel 
- both Christians and non-
Christians. I must decrease. 
God must increase. I hope my 
congregation is spiritually fed. 
I hope that I can help increase 
my congregation’s appetite 
for God’s Word. I hope 
worshippers will write me to 
share how they have applied 
the Word that was preached 
to them. I hope they will ask 
questions.

Have you had questions?

They have been few and far 
between.

But when people speak to me, 
it shows they’d been listening 
carefully to the sermon. If they 
write, it tells me they care 
enough to ask questions. If 
they offer feedback, it shows 
they think I can improve! 
I would lap it all up! It’s 
interesting to me that some 
worshippers are encouraged 
by my sermon, while others 
who hear the same sermon 
aren’t impressed at all. Some 
people would say it was very 
good while others might have 
found it a bore. Some people 
say they want to hear more 
stories, while others prefer 
a deeper exposition of the 
Word.
 

What responses have 
touched you?

Few people offer responses. I 
guess they’re shy. Speaking to 
the preacher about his sermon 
takes a bit of a step. People 
don’t know how I would take 
it, especially if they disagree 
with something I’d said. One 
time, someone told me I’d 
used a word wrongly. I insisted 
I was correct. Bad move. Later, 
after consulting the dictionary, 
I realised he was right. So 
I apologised to him for my 
ignorance and insistence. I try 
to remind myself that being 
defensive pushes people away. 
I genuinely appreciate every 
comment I receive – I know 
these people have taken the 
effort to write to me, or speak 
with me. 

In a preaching situation, 
how does a preacher 
handle the theological 
literacy, or lack of, of his 
listeners? 

I’m not too worried if my 
listeners lack theological or 
biblical literacy. I pray my 
preaching raises theological 
and biblical literacy! But I 
worry about people who are 
not open to changing their 
mindsets when God’s Word 
requires it. Some people are 
happy to let the preacher say 
what he wants to say. But they 
stick to their views.
 
I’m terribly excited when I see 
that what I’d said has landed 
hard on people. The Lord has 
spoken through me. People 
have heard not just my words, 
but the still, small voice of the 
Spirit.

How does one speak 
meaningfully to a diverse 
group of listeners?

It is hard to have suggestions 
and applications for every 
person. A teen hears 
differently from a woman 
in her 50s. Because I can’t 
do it all, it becomes very 
encouraging if worshippers tell 
me how the preached Word 
has become relevant to them.
 
While your theological literacy 
affects how you react to the 
preaching, my prayer is you 
hear the Word for yourself, 
while staying attentive to the 
Spirit. 
 

People are better read 
and more widely travelled 
today. They’ve interacted 
with ideas and worldviews 
our parents have never 
heard of. How does 
this change the Sunday 
sermon?
 
I think there’s a real need for 
preachers to keep abreast of 
the latest ideas, philosophies 
and worldviews so that they 
may speak cogently if the 
context presents itself. Take 
homosexuality, for example. 
Many of us grew up in an 
environment where people 
– Bible-believing or not – 
accepted that homosexuality 
was wrong. But our children 
live in a different time. If we 
can’t dismantle fallacies and 
misrepresentations, placing 
homosexuality in correct 
perspective, and not elevating 
it above other sins, we will fail 
to reach our children.
 
Changing hearts and minds 
isn’t easy. But the Sunday 
sermon isn’t our only 
instrument. We can reach 
and change people in our 
small groups. When people 
meet, they talk about so 
many things. While doing 
family devotions, parents can 
dialogue with their kids.
   

But sometimes the wise 
thing is to say less, not 
more. You just don’t 
always have the time to 
explain every angle in, 
say, a parable that you 
find terribly interesting, 
because to do so, you’d risk 
losing people. 

That’s right. I love parables. I 
love their ambiguity, at least 
for some of them. Jesus didn’t 
always explain his parables 
to the crowds who came to 
hear him. He did that more 
with his disciples. It seems 
to me that Jesus wanted to 
sieve out the keen listeners 
from those who were just 
coming to watch him turn 
some tricks. I suspect Jesus’ 
parables spoke very powerfully 
to genuine listeners. Sermons 
and modern-day parables may 
work the same way. It’s in the 
mulling over that people learn 
the significance of the parable 
for their lives. Unfortunately 
people prefer to be given clear 
explanations, though there 
may be any given number 
of views. People sometimes 

continued from page 8

A Cuppa
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feel uncomfortable if there’s 
ambiguity, or if they’re asked 
to do some figuring out on 
their own.

I only have 40 minutes to 
deliver a sermon. I also know 
there’s a limit to attention 
spans. So it’s not possible 
to cover every final bit of a 
sermon text. I try to locate the 
pastoral intent, the crux, the 
thrust of the sermon. This is 
almost always a one-liner. The 
whole sermon should serve 
to bring out this thrust. If my 
listeners can understand and 
remember this thrust, I would 
consider my sermon as well-
crafted and delivered. I don’t 
always explicitly tell people 
what the thrust is. I hope they 
would get it as they listen 
intently to the sermon. 

In Singapore, our churches 
are demographically 
heterogeneous. We don’t 
have city churches and rural 
churches. Our churches 
aren’t populated by well-
defined subgroups, say, 
predominantly of university 
students, or professional 
people, or ethnic minorities. 
I heard someone describe 
us as a ‘neighbourhood’ 
church. What does that 
mean? The description 
made me uncomfortable.

I think I’m fine with the term 
‘neighbourhood’ church. I 
suppose when people say that 
True Way is a ‘neighbourhood’ 
church, they mean that we’re 
down-to-earth people. Most of 
us are average-income earners, 
but even the richer among us 
aren’t showy. So it might not 

be a bad thing to be known 
as a ‘neighbourhood’ church. 
After all, we’re located in the 
residential neighbourhood of 
Queenstown.

Who are you as a preacher?

I am God’s prophet. I speak 
afresh the Word of God 
into people’s lives. I urge 
my listeners, I even hope to 
inspire them to be obedient. 
I’m very aware that it’s not 
might, or power, but the Spirit 
of God who alone illumines 
our minds, touches our 
hearts, strengthens our wills, 
transforms our lives. I’m but 
his instrument, his servant.
 
When I preach, I am 
fundamentally a disciple of 
Jesus. When I preach, my faith 

is nurtured. Preparing a sermon 
is a faith journey in itself. 
Studying, reflecting, praying, 
the sheer marvel of seeing 
the sermon come together – 
all of this contribute to the 
preacher’s growth as a disciple.

I have learned that disciple-
making takes love. Without 
love, disciple-making can’t 
sustain itself. It’s not easy 
to love. But as our love for 
God grows, our love for one 
another will increase. 

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

The knowledge that 
I’m growing with the 
congregation. The hope that 
the seed has fallen on good 
soil. n

In Short

Boys’ Brigade Enrolment 
Sunday

Coming to worship on April 12, 
congregants were delighted 
to find the sanctuary overrun 
by the excited lads of the 
Boys’ Brigade 94th Singapore 
Company. The boys, aged 13 
to 16, were students of Nan 
Hua High School, and they had 
come to take part in the annual 
enrolment service. 

The primary agenda was to 
enrol new Secondary One 
recruits, initiating them 
as official members of the 
company. The ceremony was 
to be witnessed by the True 
Way English Congregation, 
the sponsoring church. The 
enrolment service was also an 
opportunity for the boys in 
Secondary Two through Four to 
re-dedicate themselves to the 
company. 

“Our boys enjoy adventure 
camping, football, fancy drill 

by Lee Chung Horn

and playing in the bagpipe 
band,” Jonathan Tan, who 
has been the Captain of the 
company for twelve years 
and is a teacher of the school, 
explains.

“We want the company to stay 
connected with the church. 
All the boys attend the church 
service on this day. We’d also 
like to tell church members 
what we do, and how we’ve 
progressed.” 

Rev Edwin Wong is the current 
chaplain of the 94th Company.
Jonathan: “Please pray that 
we would be a company that 
teaches the Word of God 
faithfully and sensitively to the 
young generation.”

Easter baptisms

We welcomed eight persons 
into communicant membership 
on Easter Sunday. Of this 
number, two adults and five 

youths were baptised, and one 
person was received through 
transfer of membership.
Joshua Seah, 15: “I had 
accepted Jesus Christ as my 
saviour at a young age. I 
wanted to get baptised to 
affirm my faith. Jan Neo, 
14: “For a few years, I went 
through quite a tough time 
trying to “find” God. I wasn’t 
sure how faith and science 
stood in relation to each other. 
But one day, I realised I felt 
empty if I didn’t believe in God. 
I knew I had to stop doubting 
and have faith, that God is real. 
Baptism is my pledge of faith in 
the Lord, to follow him humbly, 
and turn from sin.”

Indeed, the new covenant of 
Christ is more than an invisible, 
spiritual reality. It possesses a 
visible, public shape, the edges 
of which are drawn by baptism. 
Baptism allows believers to 
enter the membership of 
the local church, which is the 
institutional space the kingdom 
of heaven occupies on earth.

“The baptism classes taught 
me basic doctrines and 
apologetics,” offered Joshua. 
Jan: “I learned baptism is an 
act that told people you’re 
a believer of Christ. I never 
thought I was good enough 
to get baptised. I thought 

only people who were ‘almost 
sinless’ qualified. The class 
taught me so much.”

Church elections

On 17 May, the English 
Congregation re-elected 
Associate Minister Edwin 
Wong to another term of 
service, as well elders Chng 
Chee An, Lee Chung Horn and 
Ng Tah Wee. Peter Goh was 
elected to eldership to serve 
his first term. Wilson Fu was 
elected as deacon and Pearl 
Tan deaconess. In the June 
installation service, Senior 
Minister Rev Lee Kien Seng 
prayed that the new church 
leaders would follow Christ’s 
example to serve, seeking 
always to grow as disciples, and 
drawing deeply from the living 
water that never fails to refresh 
and fill. n

Baptism on Easter Sunday is a step of joyful 
obedience. Photo by Koh Ee Wee

Fresh-faced 
lads from 
Nan Hua 
High School. 
Photo by Lee 
Chung Horn
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A Cuppa with Rev Lee Kien Seng 

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

continues on page 6

TOGETHER: We’ll start 
by talking about 

preaching. Why did we 
do a topical series on family 
and sexuality from May 
through June? We haven’t 
had something like this 
in a while. 

LEE KIEN SENG: During last 
September’s EDC planning 
retreat, church leaders felt 
there was a need to focus on 
the family, and explore how 
discipleship may strengthen 
families. We felt that parents 
have a vital disciple-making 
role. We felt they could be 
better equipped to disciple 
their children. Of course, our 
Under 12 ministry and the 
Youth Zone have personnel, 
resources and activities to 
nurture and disciple our 
children and youths. But U12 
and YZ should not assume 
the role of primary Christian 
educator. Parents who are 
disciples themselves would care 
about discipling their kids.

Then, at the EDC training 
retreat in March, we revisited 
the issues of divorce and re-
marriage. We carefully studied 
God’s Word and this helped 
us craft a revised policy. The 
topical sermons were a way to 
share with the church what the 
leadership has established.

Homosexuality has been in 
the news recently.

Indeed. In our congregations, 
whether in Singapore or 
elsewhere, you will find many 
Christians who empathise with 
the LGBT community and their 
cause. But there are also many 
Christians who criticise the 
former group, calling them 
liberal Christians. Some others 
confess they’re confused. We 
read the same Bible, yet the 
interpretations differ. 
 
The pastoral team wanted to 
preach about sexuality, turning 
first to the Bible to make sure 

our convictions were built on 
God’s Word. Our desire is for 
all of us to know what God’s 
Word says, so that we would 
not be tossed about by every 
wind of teaching. We want 
to be able to give a response 
to people who question, or 
disagree with, our convictions. 
Importantly, we want to 
live out these convictions 
as faithful disciples of Jesus. 
 
Mother’s Day and Father’s 
Day are days in May and June. 
Also, it is our tradition to hold 
our annual intergenerational 
service in May, where our 
families gather to worship 
together, young and old. 
Hence we chose this period for 
these special sermons.

So there’s a realisation 
that adults need to be 
taught well so families may 
flourish. Who do you think 
are harder to disciple? 
Adults or youths?

Personally, I think adults and 
youths are equally challenging.

But of course, many people say 
that youths are easier. Youths 
are more impressionable, 
whereas adults are set in their 
thinking and habits. Certainly 
as a demographic, youths 
are more homogeneous than 
adults. They have fairly similar 
types of interests and time 
schedules. They grapple with 
the same life issues. It is easier 
to organise and motivate 
them. Adult lives are more 
complex, and adulthood has a 
broader spectrum of roles and 
responsibilities.

Because their disciple group 
leaders are older in age and 
more mature in faith, our 
youths tend to look up to 
them. This is not a given in 
adult groups where some DGLs 
find it hard to provide spiritual 
leadership to their peers.
 
Disciple-making requires time. 

Meeting up for bible study, 
fellowship and prayer takes 
time. Meeting up to do things 
together requires time. Both 
adults and youths are busy 
people, in their own ways.

Disciple-making requires 
transparency and accountability. 
Our relationships tend to be 
superficial. We don’t know 
how to be vulnerable. We 
are fearful because we don’t 
know if the person we share 
our thoughts with will observe 
confidentiality. We don’t want 
to lose face. We don’t want to 
be judged. We all know this 
fear, whether we’re adults or 
youths. But we need to leave 
our comfort zone. How else 
will we have a more authentic 
community, where people 
would cry with us when we cry, 
laugh with us when we laugh? 
We need people who dare to 
speak the truth in love. We 
need people who are humble 
enough to forgive us just as 
Christ has forgiven us.

Speaking about 
communities, what do you 
have to say about singles? 
Why do congregations tend 
to forget them?

First, singles are not a 
homogeneous group. Strictly 
speaking, as long as you’re 
not currently married, you’re a 
single. So there are singles who 
are courting; there’re singles 
who are looking for a life 
partner; there are singles 
who are contented with their 
singlehood. Widows and 
widowers are also singles. I 
don’t think we’ve forgotten 
our singles. But directly talking 
about singleness or planning 
programs for singles may make 
some people uncomfortable. 

That may be true. Still,  
what would be meaningful 
for singles?

Senior minister Rev Lee Kien Seng. Photo by Jonathan Tham.


