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What’s wrong with our
young adults today?

by Lee Chung Horn

A

s I begin this article, I
know I will be touching on
a sensitive and complex issue.
I am aware I may light some
fires in church.
I don’t have to start with
“What’s wrong with our young
adults today?” I could ask
instead: “Is there something
wrong with the young adult
world today?”
The second question removes
the assertiveness of the first.
But both questions may still
anger our young adults, and
make church leaders defensive.
Regardless of the risks, this
issue deserves attention.
Because we love the young
adults in our church and know
they’re our next generation,
we must believe some bridges
don’t burn down. We pray the
bridges become stronger and
longer.
So, is there something wrong,
or troubling, or dangerous,
about the world young adults
live, and move in? Is the church
aware of this? And what are
we doing?
I want to be fair at the outset
and say there are many
young adults who are a
committed and faithful part
of our congregation, who
are servant-disciples, who
understand the Gospel and our
causes, whose hands are our
hands, whose feet are planted
next to ours. These young
adults are found in other
churches, too. Watching them
and listening to them, you feel
a swell of encouragement in
your heart.

Young adults exchange the familiarity of home and school for a new world. Image by Pexels.

But there is a missing slice. The
ones who decide to leave, or
have left.
Well, the writing has been
on the wall for a long time.
The decline was first seen in
Europe’s churches. Except for
pockets of life and vibrancy
– and these have germinated
only because denominational
and church leaders have
bravely plumbed for new
approaches – there is consensus
that Christian identity is
declining in Western Europe.
In 2006, British historian
Niall Ferguson, who has
called himself an ’incurable
atheist’, said that “organised
Christianity, both in terms

of observance and in terms
of faith, sail[ed] off a cliff in
Europe sometime in the 1970s,
1980s,” leaving European
societies without ‘religious
resistance’ to radical ideas.
Ferguson said that Europe was
becoming a secular society
where nobody believed in
anything terribly much. The
most exciting thing to live for
was the next shopping spree.

What happened in Europe?
Western Europe, where
Protestant Christianity
originated and Catholicism
has been based for most of its
history, has become one of the
world’s most secular regions.

Most adults here readily admit
they were baptised. But many
do not describe themselves
as Christians. So says a major
Pew Research Center survey of
religious beliefs and practices
in Western Europe.
Published in 2017, the survey
found that non-practising
Christians (defined as people
who identify as Christians,
but attend church services no
more than a few times per
year) make up the biggest
share of Western Europe’s
population. Except for Italy,
they outnumber churchattending Christians (those
who go to religious services
at least once a month). In the
continues on page 2
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We have seen young people
leave our church. A wise fellow
elder said: “We may have
already lost one generation.”
We know about this. Even if
you’re not a parent with young
adult children. Even if you’re
not a church leader and don’t
feel particularly responsible
for finding solutions to the
problem, it’s a problem you
know exists.

United Kingdom, there are
roughly three times as many
non-practising Christians (55%)
as there are church-attending
Christians (18%) defined this
way.
The Pew Research Center is
a non-partisan, non-profit
Washington, D.C. fact tank
that studies public opinion,
social issues and demographic
trends shaping the U.S. and
the world.

Who are the ‘nones’?
The term ‘nones’ appeared
in popular literature around
2010. ‘Nones’ are people who
are religiously unaffiliated –
atheist, agnostic or “nothing in
particular.” ‘Nones’ now make
up about 25% of the U.S. adult
population. About 35% of U.S
millenials (those born between
1981 to 1996) are ‘nones’.
In the West Europe survey,
97% of “nones” were raised
in a religious group. But they
“gradually drifted away from
religion”. Many don’t cite a
specific reason, but others
say that they disagreed with
church positions on social
issues like homosexuality
and abortion, or that they
stopped believing in religious
teachings. Majorities in
Spain and Italy declare
“scandals involving religious
institutions and leaders” as an
important reason they stopped
identifying as Christian.
Smaller numbers say that
their spiritual needs were not
being met, their childhood
religion failed them when
they were in need, or they
married someone outside their
religious group.

What about us?
Unlike the U.S. and Europe,
there is really very little local
research in Singapore on this
phenomenon. What little
data we have comes from the
General Household Survey
conducted by the Singapore
Department of Statistics in
2015.

What are the reasons?
As of Oct 2018, there are 2,234 million active Facebook users around the world. YouTube and
WhatsApp are ranked in second and third place. The blurring between offline and virtual
life, and the notion of digital identity have featured in recent research. Image by Pexels.

In this study, 18.5% of
Singapore residents aged
15 years and older reported
no religious affiliation. Also,
higher proportions of younger
residents (up to 24%) reported
no religious affiliation,
compared with older residents
(15%).
These figures examined all
religions in Singapore, not just
Christianity.
Hard data about the Singapore
church is hard to find because
it is young. On one level, the
tide hasn’t really turned, and
Christian leaders who have
their hands full with ministry
have not felt pressured to
examine the matter.
Also, not too many church
leaders are experts in social
change, and even fewer are
trained in research.
I know of Singaporean church
leaders who are familiar with
the term ‘nones’. Despite the
lack of local research, they
feel a concern about how
things would change in the
future.

Many reasons
In this article, I am writing
about young adults who
leave the churches they grew
up in. I’m not writing about
unchurched or un-evangelised
young adults.
I am not discussing young
people with behavioural,
psychiatric or emotional
problems, or drug addicts, or
runaways. Families with these
problems need support and
professional help.

Their spiritual
needs were not
being met, their

childhood religion

failed them when
they were in need.

I write about the average,
well-behaved, Christian young
person that you find in the
pews of our churches. They
pass through Sunday school
and youth group. They are our
church family, our children.
All over the world, young
people leave the church for
many reasons. They enter
the work force where they
meet a world they had never
experienced before. Unlike in
the West, where children move
out when they go to college,
our young adults don’t move
out of their parents’ homes.
But there is a loosening,
sometimes, severing, of bonds.
It is telling and troubling
that the simple faith ideas
our young people have
don’t survive the alternate
viewpoints of the world, which
often feel more plausible
or sophisticated than the
sayings of church leaders, or,
for that matter, Jesus. All of
us feel a need to fit in, but
young people feel this need
much more. You see this in
the blockbuster movies young
adults watch, the clothes they
wear, the same Hillsong music
they like.
But when teens become
young adults, they enter a
new world that has a hardto-see perimeter, different
assumptions, pluralistic beliefs,

Tech and web
The first big reason,
particularly in the last decade,
is technology, and the World
Wide Web. In the U.S.,
technology has contributed to
the emptying of pews because
of the online presence of
church services.
The web gives an
unprecedented opportunity for
people to watch services, find
community, and even make
financial contributions from
a device or computer. Young
people who have never seen
a world without technology
aren’t easily convinced that
they need an embodied, fleshand-blood community.
Of course, what research has
unearthed about the American
church may not apply to
Singapore. Certainly, there
is no research evidence that
young people in Singapore
prefer to watch church services
online over coming to church
on Sundays.
But the gamut of online
religious content means that
young adults have many more
choices to choose between.
Should I go to church and hear
my pastor preach, or would
hearing Timothy Keller or
Andrew Wilson be a better way
to spend my time? Who would
I learn more from?
My thinking is – and this puts
pressure on our preachers
– the preaching we need to
work toward has to become
more skillful, and smarter. Yes,
preachers must preach the
whole gospel, and not half a
gospel, but we must do it in
ways that don’t merely satisfy
our own conceits, consciences
continues on page 3
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and orthodoxies, but genuinely
reach young people and young
adults.
There’s no research on this,
but the average young adult
in our pews is likely to be
more critical than people in
their 40s and upwards. Young
adults lack wisdom and life
experience, which they often
fail to realise, but they will not
be satisfied if we only teach
stuff they’d heard before,
and fail to show them how
the gospel makes sense in
their universities, schools,
fraternities, and offices.
For many people, the World
Wide Web is a more fascinating
world than church. This is
particularly so for young adults
whose curiosity and appetite
for learning, knowledge and
experiences is more ravenous
than their elders.

Gaming and Instagram
For young men, gaming is a
dangerous precipice. Many
young adult men often spend
as many as seven to 10 hours
a day on games. There is now
a big body of research into
how computer and online
games affect young people,
particularly young men, in the
way they function and relate
to people in the real world,
their perceptions of work
and career, and their future

ability to lead families and
organisations.
Most young people will start
their online lives from their
early teens. They say: “We are
online because of Instagram,
Twitter and Facebook. We have
to be, because all our friends
are here!” It is hard for parents
to fight the intense need for
acceptance and belonging that
young people feel as they work
through their teen years.
With social media, young
women, in particular, stumble
because, to a greater degree
than young men, they crave
the approval of peers and
followers. Not only are their
posts tied up with self-esteem
and self-image, the self-gazing
increasingly happens in a
hyper-sexualised world. Social
media doesn’t only breed
the sin of self-idolatry and
absorption. It also insidiously
alters their sense of identity,
and pushes open an easy door
to sexual sin.
Quite a lot of words have been
published about the cult of
popularity and celebrity, and
how our young people fall.

Redeeming social media
There are many things to say
about social media – but the
first statement to lay out is:
it is absolutely here to stay.
Christian parents and leaders
who only know to whinge and
rail will become frustrated and
impotent.
A better starting point is
to ask: can social media be

Not only are their
posts tied up with

self-esteem
and self-image,
the self-gazing

increasingly happens
in a hyper-sexualised
world.
redeemed? You can bar your
teen from spending more than
three hours a day on social
media, but you can’t do that
with a young adult offspring.
Redeeming social media is
not about confiscating the
smartphone or turning off the
router. Redeeming social media
requires Christian leaders
and parents to first try to
understand both the negative
and positive aspects of social
media, to limit the one and
increase the other.
Not an easy task, but
cannot the church take
some imaginative and brave
steps into cyberspace? In an
alternate universe awash
with false ideas and broken
ideologies, can the church
infuse a stream of words and
videos and photos and poetry
and truths to cauterise the
wounds and stem the rot?
If older adults feel inadequate
to this task, can they not ask
their young adults for help?
And even if young people
reflexively uproot to other
districts of the cyber universe
when they see the church
planting a new stake, that
stake can grow and become

salt and light there.
This will take time, but we need
voices in cyberspace that have
the ring of credibility. We don’t
need out-of-touch platitudes,
or rote pieties. We need a
presence that young netizens
can examine for its authenticity,
and grow to trust.

I want to grow
Young adults have a big
appetite for new experiences.
They often articulate this as a
desire to grow, to be stretched.
When expressed this way,
their elders will find it hard to
disagree, without appearing
over-protective, or narrowminded. When our children
grow up, these experiences
will often be found outside
of church. Often church life
becomes uninteresting or
stale (five or six years of youth
group, doing the same stuff can
get tired) especially if church
leaders aren’t quick to see how
youthful convictions could be
pummelled down the road.

I’m in a new world and I’ve
changed my friends
Young adults entering
university and the work force
will change their friends. In
the U.S., this happens when
you move from Des Moines to
San Diego for college, or your
first job. This is part of growing
up. This is when joining a new
school or company makes you
a member of a different tribe.
My mates from youth group
aren’t around anymore. The
anchoring cords are gone.
The first one or two years
as an employed person are
incredibly hard years. Young
adults spend this time learning
how to behave in the working
world. The tasks are weightier,
the responsibilities heavier, and
there are real consequences to
falling short.
Quickly enough, young adults
learn they have to fall in line,
meet targets, even play the
game. They learn to hide their
disorientation, conceal their
blunders, and get the work
done.

After its explosive debut in 1993, the World Wide Web has changed everything. All classrooms today, even those for young children, use the
internet heavily. Image by Pexels.

The working world, they
quickly realise, is competitive
and sometimes brutal. Do you
continues on page 4
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lie? Do you push? Will you fall
behind? Nobody’s taught them
these things in church.

Loving money
Like us, young adult Christians
know that the love of money is
the root of all evil (1 Tim 6:10).
But what constitutes a love of
money?
If older-adult Christians know
how hard it is to navigate
the shiny world of bonuses,
performance indicators, deals,
promotions, a nicer car, a more
desirable neighbourhood,
stocks and shares, a better
company to join, and the
endless seduction of luxury
goods and advertising, should
they be surprised that less
experienced young adults trip,
change course, and fall?
Often, church leaders lack the
knowledge and experience
to teach meaningfully about
these things.

I need to be loved
Young adults long for love.
It’s not just that they see their
friends getting into romantic
relationships, sometimes
physical ones. The tug on their
hearts is a deep, biological one.
We don’t have a compassionate
appreciation of this.
Whether in university or the
working world, young adults,
whatever the clarity of their

Christian identity, struggle with
sexual decisions. In a fallen
world, this human struggle
often ends badly. Some young
adults will fall into sin. They
will experience confusion,
regret and shame. If they have
been taught about forgiveness
and second chances, and if they
have right consciences, some
will make it back. Some won’t.

Priorities
Young adults are busy people.
If they’re in higher education,
they would be studying hard.
School work is not anything
like Pre-U anymore.
A working young adult who
is in her office five days a
week, going home only at
8pm will determine that her
Saturdays and Sundays are
incredibly precious. She might
say: “Catching up with friends
for movies, meals and drinks is
important to me, so is it ok to
skip church once in a while?”
When you’re 21 or 22, you
don’t always feel you need to
obey your parents all the time
anymore. Also, when teens
grow into young adults, their
parents are in a transition
themselves. They’re graduating
from being parents of teens
to parents of young adults.
Parents are figuring out
what’s changed, and what
should stay unchanged. What
new freedoms should we
reasonably give our children?

Parents are figuring
out what’s
changed, and
what should stay
unchanged.

When young people receive information via short texts and tweets, will they struggle to sit
through our 40-minute sermons? Will the internet, being the great equalizer, ‘flatten’ the
authority of the pulpit? After all, isn’t everybody equal, isn’t every viewpoint valid? Image
by Pexels.

More turns in the road
After getting married, a
young adult will be concerned
about buying his first home,
balancing his accounts, and
finding great furniture. Then,
the babies come, and the
bewildering disorientation of
parenthood. For others, there
will be infertility, a great pain
they’d never thought would
be theirs. For yet others,
there will be singlehood
and celibacy, often not a
self-chosen state, and often
realised slowly and painfully.

A theology of failure and
return
Because there are no pat
solutions, elders, parents and
leaders continue to wring
their hands over the young
people in their families and
churches. But what are the
usual suggestions that keep
returning?
More bible study, better bible
study methods. More oneon-one mentoring. Try social
justice, social enterprise. Run
good talks on money, dating,
sex and sexuality, social
realities.
One Session leader shrugged:
“What can we do? Young
people will make their
mistakes. Let them find out.
This may be the only way.”
Those of us who heard him say
these words were astonished.
Can we church pastors and
elders throw our hands up? Is
this not a cop-out?
A few years after his remark, I
felt not just the starkness of his
words, but some truths. I am
convinced that in the church
we need a deeper theology
of failure. I have begun to
see how the flourishing and
discipleship we wish our young
adults to experience may not
come quickly. For many young
persons, faith is formed from
failure and wrong turns, and
forged through the deep
waters of forgiveness and
mercy.
This means parents, leaders
and pastors must accept their
children will fall, and get
into trouble. We must learn a
theology of restoration and
forgiveness. Then we can teach
it, and practise it.

Whether teachers and students are
meeting face-to-face, or online, our new
understanding of how students learn best
may lead to the emptying, or even death,
of the classroom as we knew it. Technology
has changed the way young people
function. Will our inability to think in new
ways empty our churches? Image by Pexels.

Luke’s story of the father and
the prodigal son is fun to read
in Sunday School. But how
many parents would bravely
admit they have a godless
prodigal in their home, or far
from home? How often have
we heard whispers that this
or that young man stopped
attending church, and know
we would not hear the reasons
why?

Faith is formed from
failure and wrong
turns, and forged
through the deep
waters of forgiveness
and mercy.
In Jesus’ well-known parable
(Luke 15:11-32), we hear how
the younger son decided to
chase a false dream. But what
was the false dream? Was
it youthful foolishness, or a
idolatrous dream of pleasure?
Was it to escape the home he
grew up in? Was it a rejection
of his father’s values? Did he
run from the Law?
When can we learn from
the old man who, seeing
his estranged son in the
distance, ran to kiss him? Why
did he forget so quickly the
dishonour, shame and failure?
Do we have the same heart
of mercy and love? Or does
failure and shame paralyse us?
In the church, parents of
prodigal children often bear
shame over their child’s
unbelief. Yet the gospel
unshackles us from disgrace
(Romans 5:5), and ‘everyone
who believes in Christ will not
be put to shame’ (Romans
10:11).
If we are unwilling to bind
continues on page 5
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these wounds, preferring to
look away, we abet a conspiracy
of silence. Parents look for help
elsewhere, sensing their church
is not a place of grace. They
lose heart, believing they are
to blame, and give up on God.
In an Asian culture, we value
success and respectability.
Failure is something we never
talk about.

The journey back
How often do we prefer that
the person who has hurt us, or
grown distant from us, takes
that first step? The parable of
the prodigal son challenges
us to behave like the merciful
father and reach out first to
those who leave us—to go, in
effect, the extra mile.
The good news is: many young
adults who leave eventually
come back, if not to the
churches they grew up in,
then, to other churches. They
return after they have grown
up some years, got married,
and started their own families.
They come home for a variety
of reasons. They realise they
have a desire to bring up their
kids in the church. They have
become more grounded after
several years of working life,
and religious faith seems to be
relevant again.
They come back to Christ.
When we see the child, now
grown-up, from a distance,
we must be ready to look past
our own failure, and hear
the words of Henri Nouwen:
“God’s compassion is described
by Jesus not simply to show
me how willing God is to feel
for me, or to forgive me my
sins and offer me new life and
happiness, but to invite me to
become like God and to show
the same compassion to others
as he is showing to me.”

The compassion of
God will enable us to
survive our failures
and the failures of
our children.

We all have an image of ourselves—beliefs about the kind of person we are. Our identity helps us to make decisions about how we should
behave or think, and what is important to us. Image by Pexels.

The compassion of God will
enable us to survive our failures
and the failures of our children.

David’s failures
This deep theology of failure
also needs to go beyond the
bounds of young adulthood.
This is because there is no age
beyond which we would not
stumble and sin. Failure is, in
equal measure, something all
adults experience.
Perhaps this comes upon
us in the breakdown of a
marriage, after many years.
Or else, a family squabble, or
a workplace scandal. And like
young people, older adults
experience unbelief, too.
We see in the life of David
ups and downs, triumphs
and sins. When we see how
David mourned and became
depressed (Psalm 42), we see
that we are not alone in our
grief.
If we’re able to move beyond
the disappointments of our
own lives, we will be better
able to help the church, and
our young adults, to better
understand the compassion of
God.

Needing each other
Because God made us to be

relational beings, we need
each other. While older adults
find this easy to understand,
young adults often feel they
don’t need their elders or
parents.
This is where older adults
must take the lead. If the
church doesn’t understand
the world young adults live
in, or see where young adults
have crossed into a different
world, it would fail to help
its young people. The church
needs people – young and old
– who see clearly the sincerity
and shallowness in many
institutional ‘givens’ – and
agree to listen and talk with
each other.
It’s not just about updating
the church’s stuffy image,
though that should not be
dismissed without thought.
But if we want to shepherd
young people better, we need
to remember that the young
people we know, and the
young people we once were,
are hungry for purpose and
meaning, they value love,
beauty, freedom and human
dignity. These longings come
from the fact that we are all
made in God’s image.
We need to learn to explain
properly the Christian
worldview and how, rightly
understood, it preserves
precisely these things. The
Christian faith is not a set

of rules that stops us from
experiencing the world, from
venturing into a world our
parents know little about.
Rather, it tells us that the
human self is made for
relationship, for communion.
It teaches us that genuine love
is radical self-gift. It frees us to
live into our place, not defy it,
within an ordered cosmos.

Door open
Perhaps what we may now
discover from this discussion
is there’s no one-size-fits-all
solution. Although there are
identifiable causes why young
adults adjust their priorities
when they grow up, and we
think we know how these
causes may be dealt with, we
know nothing will work across
the board. Also, these reasons
will change every three to five
years, or whenever society and
culture change.
So we have to keep up. If we
want to build the church of
tomorrow, we need to keep
listening to our young, not turn
from them. But sadly, we will
have to accept attrition. We
must not delay to learn deeply
the Bible’s themes of failure and
returning. This is the heart of
the Gospel, and gives us hope.
Very importantly, our door
must stay open. n
Lee Chung Horn is a church elder.
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Good news, fake news
by Lee Chung Horn

A

not work perfectly. What is
legitimate expression, and
what is not, remains a problem
in 2018.

s a popular term in public
discourse, ‘fake news’
may well have started with
U.S. president Donald Trump.
Trump blatantly labelled
anything he disagreed with, or
disliked, or was inimical to his
interests, “fake news”.
The reality is: false narratives
existed before Trump, even
before the invention of
the internet. Fake news is
journalism designed to spread
hoaxes, disinformation and
propaganda. Fake information
casts doubt on genuine
information, or legitimate
news. Relying on traditional
print, broadcast media and
social media for dissemination,
fake news increase readership,
generate revenue, foment
dissent, and influence minds.

Why should Christians care
about fake news?
The first reason is because
Christians believe truth is an
absolute. Christians believe
the gospel of Jesus Christ - His
life, death and resurrection
- is foundational truth. They
believe the Bible is truth,
inerrant and eternal.
Jesus prayed for this matter
before His arrest: “Sanctify
them by the truth. Your word
is truth.” (John 17:17)
Jesus also called Satan “a liar,
and the father of lies.” (John
8:44)
The second reason why
Christians should care about
fake news is because they now
live in a world the internet
has radically transformed. This
new world is not irremediably
corrupt, but it is awash
with false narratives, and
disingenuous information.

In this world,
more than before,
Christians must
be trained to
distinguish truth
from falsehood.

Truth is in trouble, and not just religious or moral truth. In the present day, news reporting
has increasingly come under assault. Image by Pexels.

We are not talking only about
the prosperity gospel or other
gospels, but narratives that
shift our society, beliefs, and
politics. In this world, more
than before, Christians must
be trained to distinguish truth
from falsehood.
A third reason is: when
Christians are able to see fake
news for what they are, they
can plant seeds of truth in
a field of lies. They need to
bring good news.

The year of horror
2018 may be the year the
world remembers as the year
of disgrace for big tech. The
disgrace was a day in the
U.S. courts. On Sep 5, 2018,
Facebook, Google and Twitter
faced Washington regulators
and lawmakers in a widely
publicised hearing that the
church should pay intense
attention to.
Representatives from
Facebook and Twitter (Google
chose not to appear) testified
over their role in a multipronged Russian operation to
influence the 2016 presidential
election. The two companies
admitted that Russian entities
bought ads on their sites to
skew the vote.
As much as tech companies
should be more vigilant
about policing parties with

Openness implies a
bias toward allowing
people to write or
post what they want.
problematic agendas, netizens,
and certainly Christians,
should be careful when they
encounter and interact with
the voices on the internet.

Hate speech
One big area that concerns
truth is hate speech. Hate
speech is communication
that attacks a person, or a
group on the basis of race,
religion, ethnicity, gender,
disability, nationality, or sexual
orientation.
To its credit, shortly after its
founding in 2004, Facebook
was already on a mission
to tackle hate speech. This
task was hard because of
Facebook’s mission of “making
the world more open and
connected.” Openness implies
a bias toward allowing people
to write or post what they
want.
Facebook’s content reviewers
worked to remove racial slurs
and hateful content, day and
night. To cope with the volume
of posts from 2 billion daily
users, computer algorithms
were written to take down
offensive speech. This did

Examples of offensive posts
that slipped through the
algorithms was one by a U.S.
congressman who wrote, after
radicalized Muslims launched
a knife attack in London last
June: “Hunt them, identify
them, and kill them. Kill them
all. For the sake of all that is
good and righteous.”
Another user, a black poet,
found her Facebook account
disabled for seven days after
she posted: “All white people
are racist. Start from this
reference point, or you’ve
already failed.”
Other examples include the
2016 U.S. presidential election
and the Brexit referendum.
Then there was Myanmar’s
Rohingya crisis last year, where
it was found that a hardline
nationalist group had used
Facebook to drive some
650,000 Rohingya refugees to
flee to Bangladesh.
Sometimes, well-meaning
but naive Christians create
fake news or hate speech,
or are complicit in their
dissemination. We should take
care not to do this.
For example, many ordinary
Christians are too quick to
share news, particularly news
that seem to threaten their
beliefs and lifestyles. Profeminist lobbies and LGBT
activism are two areas that
are easily yoked to conspiracy
theories by frightened
Christians who have not
investigated the issues deeply.
A statement like “Christians
should unite against a future
in Singapore where preaching
the good news could become
illegal” has a political
underside that could harm our
religious harmony.
Recently, we saw people
expressing their opinions
about Section 377A. A liberal
commentator who supported a
continues on page 8
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How history helps us love
God and the church
by Jakin Heng

A young adult speaks of his appreciation for history and traditions.

Studying church history protects us from error, reminds us of God’s faithfulness, and inspires us to persevere. Image by Pexels.

I

am a young adult. I live
in a society that has a low
regard for the past. This
mindset is ingrained in the
way people around me speak.
Progress sounds much better
to our modern ears than
tradition. To call someone
history is pejorative, while
to call someone the future is
a compliment. We are often
encouraged to live in the
present and to move on.
This worldview thus affects the
way we young adults interact
with our Christian faith. How
many of us are interested
in Church history? Do we
understand the teaching found
in our creeds and confessional
statements? Are we bored by
traditional hymns? Historicallygrounded and traditional
expressions of piety appear
outdated and unproductive
to us.
We must consider, however,
that the Church is Christ’s body,
spread throughout time and

space. The Church is therefore
not limited to the local church
in the 21st century, but spans
the communion of the saints,
throughout all history. The
history and tradition of the
faith handed down to us
contain the accumulated
wisdom and piety of our
forebears in Christ. As young
people, there is much that
we can learn from taking a
closer look at these aspects
of Christianity. The past is
not to be shunned, but to be
respected and enjoyed.

acquaintances conditions the
way we interact with them and
provides value and meaning
to these relationships. This
applies also to our relationship
with God and our fellow saints
in Christ’s Church.

How history affects and
helps us

In Church history, we find a
rich tapestry of people and
events touched by the grace
of Christ and the love of God.
These people and the events
surrounding them show how
God has dealt faithfully with
His Church in the past. They
also give us many examples of
how Christians have related
to their faithful God and to
their brothers and sisters in
Christ. A greater appreciation

History is essential to living.
Many of our opinions and
decisions depend on things
we know about the past.
While ‘history’ is usually
associated with the academic
subject, history also works
on the personal level. For
instance, our personal history
with friends, family, or

I and my fellow secondgeneration Christians have
been raised in the church.
Because we have never faced
opposition in the practice of
our faith, the words we hear
feel like ‘head knowledge’. We
lack a deep connection with
the faith handed down to us.

The Church is not
limited to the church
in the 21st century.
It is Christ’s body,
spread throughout
time and space.
of our history as the people
of God can likewise enrich
our understanding of God’s
faithfulness and deepen our
communion with the Church
of all times and in all places.
In history, we see how our
faithful God preserved His
Church amidst the fiery
persecution of the Roman
state. We see how God
protected His Church against
false teachings, such as the
Arian and Pelagian heresies.
We see how God pulled His
Church safely through the
snares of clerical corruption
and numerous schisms,
among many other dangers
continues on page 8
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…we will trump fake
news with good news.

continued from page 6

Good news, fake
news
repeal of Section 377A wrote:
“Only perverts will not support
this petition!”
On the opposite side, a person
of faith declared: “Arrest
the situation now before it
becomes a plague!”
Young or old, all Christians
who spend any time on the
internet need to be alert
to the deception of hate
speech. Unlike fake news,
hate speech has an additional
characteristic. It is untruthful,
yes; but it is also unloving.
Christ-followers need to be
witnesses of compassion and
love.
When we trade in hate speech
or fake news, we damage our
witness.

Inside our bubble
The Christian cyber-universe
is often torn by infighting
continued from page 7

How history
helps us love
God and the
church
from within. We also see
how God was faithful in
the lives of many Christians,
such as Augustine, whom
God awakened from a life of
hedonism, and Fanny Crosby,
whose life God filled with His
light although she was blind.
Elsewhere in history, we see
how faithful servants of God
have contended for the Gospel
of Christ. In the lives of men
like Athanasius and Nicholas,
we learn how the Church came
to be sure of the doctrine
of the Trinity as revealed
in Scripture. Through the
experiences of the 16th century
reformers Martin Luther and
John Calvin, we journey with
the Protestant church as she
grew in her conviction that
we are justified by faith alone.
Alongside these pastors and
teachers, the Church grew in
the grace and knowledge of

More than before, Christians must be
trained to distinguish truth from falsehood.
Image by Pexels.

factions. Here, Christian
commentators are not
defending their faith against
non-Christian critics. The
quarrel is over orthodoxy,
waged by Christians who cite
Paul’s warnings about exposing
false teachers (2 Peter 2:1).

Counter-arguments were
heard, and the matter is not
yet over, but wise leaders
have come forward to say that
not every doctrine is equally
important, or equally agreed
upon, and not every Christian
leader who is wrong is a wolf.
In the instant fury of the
internet, the angry Christian
voices we hear that conflate
honest theological difference
with fake news do harm to us
all.

The Church can’t control the
internet

One recent eruption happened
this September. California
pastor John MacArthur and
several Christian leaders
collected 7000 signatories
for a statement that said
social justice rhetoric was
undermining Christians with
“dangerous and false teachings
that threaten the gospel,
misrepresent Scripture, and
lead people away from the
grace of God in Jesus Christ.”

The Church cannot control the
internet, but it can make a vital
contribution. Facebook doesn’t
prioritise Christian narratives
in its search algorithms. In
the same fashion, church
authorities cannot tell
Facebook or YouTube to take
down fake news, or something
that doesn’t reflect Christian
teaching or values.

Christ, passing down a heritage
of godly wisdom.

and glorifying God for His
faithfulness to us through
centuries of time.

By diving into the history
of the Church, we get to
experience these events and
travel with these people in
their earthly pilgrimage with
God. We see these acts of God
in their situational context and
gain a deeper understanding
of why we believe certain
things about God and how the
Church came to teach what she
teaches.
Church history also shows us
how we, as members of Christ’s
body on earth, are part of
an immense family spanning
time and space - recipients
of the same grace, the same
love, and the same hope. We
thus grow in identifying with
this body, recognising the
Church’s history as our own,

Church history also
shows us that we
are all recipients of
the same grace, the
same love, and the
same hope.

We have to compete like

How traditions shape and
strengthen us
Because of the Reformation,
many Protestants eschew
the idea of giving tradition
a prominence in the life of
the Church. But while the
Protestant church rarely
highlights its traditions, its
piety abounds in tradition.
Daily Quiet Time and small
group meetings are examples
of traditional Protestant
practices. Even the closing
of our eyes and clasping
of our hands in prayer can
be considered a Protestant
tradition. These things
have been found useful by
Protestants in their walk with
Christ, telling us that traditions
can be edifying. When ruled
by Scripture, they help us
to develop and internalise
patterns of Christian living.
These patterns, in turn, anchor
us in the faith and draw us
to the Lord. They imprint
themselves on our thoughts
and actions, flowing into the

everyone else—business,
movement, or rock star. This
can be hard or punishing, and
we can be chewed up, spit out,
and left for dead.
Even if it may take time to earn
authoritativeness, we need to
begin with Christian voices that
non-Christian people can listen
to, and respect.
But the only way we can
be salt and light is to make
a contribution, to begin
producing good, truthful,
accessible content that people
are keen to share, and pass
on. One reason why the trolls
seem to have taken control is
because there aren’t enough
of us out there in the Web
universe. We need to enter
the wasteland to redeem it.
Avoid tokenism. Go beyond the
hashtags. We must share the
joy of the Gospel in the digital
space, because this is where
people now gather to have
their conversations.
We cannot be left behind.
Let us pray that as we move
forward in courage and grace,
we will trump fake news with
good news. n
way we express ourselves in
prayer, in speech, and in life.
Several other traditions are
present in our local church.
One of these is the confession
of the Apostles’ Creed
before our partaking of Holy
Communion. The Creed was
formulated as an authoritative
statement of basic Christian
doctrine. Another creed we
use is confessed twice a year
by baptismal candidates and
confirmands. Like the Apostles’
Creed, it is a statement of
essential truths, based on
Scriptural doctrine. These are
useful ways of representing
what all Christians have always
believed.
Another tradition consists
of the songs we sing in the
Sunday service. These songs
have a teaching function,
taking truths unchanged from
the dawn of time and giving
them rhyme and melody. I urge
my fellow young people in
the church not to neglect the
older songs. They are retained
in our church because they
contain sound doctrine and
have edified generations of
continues on page 9
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In short
New communicant
members of True Way
by Lee Chung Horn
We welcome 27 persons into
communicant membership
on Christmas Day. Of this
number, 19 adults will receive
baptism. Another seven will
be received through transfer
of membership. One young
person will be confirmed.
Amanda Fu, 19, was
baptised as an infant. Of her
coming confirmation, she
explains: “Confirmation is an
acknowledgment that I believe
in God, and that I will live a
Christ-centred life.
“I’ve decided to seek
confirmation because I have
seen how God has worked in
my life. The people around
me are a testimony to God’s
love, grace, goodness and
faithfulness.”
Liancy Tan, 53, is transferring
from Victory Family Centre,
where she was baptised in
1981. She first came to True
Way in 2003. She joined a
discipleship group in 2016. “My
DG is my support group where
joy is multiplied and burdens
divided. God wired us to need
each other,” she says. “We’re

continued from page 8

How history
helps us love
God and the
church
our elder brothers and sisters
in the faith. Their words and
melodies have a dignity that
comes with age, befitting the
importance of the Sunday
service. Let us receive these
songs, making them our own
songs as well.
Finally, as part of the Reformed
branch of the Protestant
church, the Presbyterian
church has placed great
emphasis on the use of the
book of Psalms, even setting
them to music and singing
them. This is appropriate, as
the psalms are lyrics inspired

meant for community, not to
live life alone.
“I thank God for bringing
me to True Way where I have
received good spiritual food.
I have found fellowship with
brothers and sisters-in-Christ.”
Liancy shared her testimony
before the congregation a
month before her transfer.
She says: “I was fearful, but
realised that my fear only
made me focus on myself
when God should be the focus.
“Now I feel like I have come
home.”

Starry Starry Night
by Gracia Lee
Starry Starry Night 2018, a
performance by Youth Zone
(YZ) and the Young Adults
Ministry (YAM), was put up
on Aug 25 and explored the
theme of identity through a
series of contemporary songs
and skits.
The two-hour performance,
which took seven months
to plan and involved 55
young people, was attended
by a 140-strong crowd. It
questioned the true worth
by God himself. Perhaps we
could make the psalms a
prominent part of our daily
devotions, reading them aloud
or even singing them. Perhaps
we could try to commit them
to memory, helping us to
pray to God using the words
inspired by Him.
When we encounter the
tradition of the Church,
through her creeds, hymns,
and psalms, we do not need
to think of them as dry and
irrelevant practices. Instead,
we can recognise that they
are alive and charged with the
Word of God and His Gospel.
Traditions have a particular
relevance to us, young people,
because they are a vehicle
through which the experiences
of older Christians can be
handed down to us. We may
not be able to immediately
comprehend the meaning of

On stage, our church’s young actors offer a critique of their world. Photo by Ronnie Koh.

of the things — like school
grades, physical appearance
and relationships — we often
spend our time pursuing, and
asked if there was something
of greater worth to chase.
Deacon Charles Lee rounded
up the night with a 20-minute
gospel presentation.
Ho Wen Xuan, 18, who played
a hopeless romantic in the
skit, said: “To see us improve
from the very first practice
where we needed to read off
from our scripts, to acting it
out so smoothly, was really
rewarding.”

everybody put up a “splendid
performance”.
“Hearing that some of the
audience members responded
and were interested to find
out more about Christianity
made me feel that all our
efforts were worth it,” he said,
adding that he has also grown
closer to his band members
through the experience.

Band leader Gareth Pang, 17,
who played the piano, said
although preparing for the
performance was stressful, the
team’s efforts paid off when

Of the 112 people who filled
response forms, there were 17
non-Christians who indicated
that they were interested in
the faith and keen to find out
more, while nine said that they
wanted to come for followup events. There were also 15
Christians who said that they
would like to be strengthened
in their walk with God. n

some of these practices, but
with purposeful repetition,
the Word contained in these
traditions can become part
of us and overflow in our
thoughts, words, and deeds.

us and admonishes us; it
comforts us and warns us. It
points us to the origin of our
faith - Christ, the incarnate
Word of God, who entered
time and space.

Abiding in the present,
looking back and ahead
As young Christians living in
a world where post-Christian
cultures are ascendant, it
is critical that we do not
lose sight of the history and
traditions of the Church.
Because the past of the Church
is inextricably intertwined with
present realities, an eye on
the past has great relevancy
for the present and future.
The past shows us concrete
examples of how the Christian
life has been lived in faith,
and how it has sadly been
abandoned. The past teaches

By opening ourselves to the
past, we see both mistakes
made and disasters averted.
We are also able to retain
practices that have been useful
and edifying to many of our
forebears. Most importantly,
we see God continually in a
state of activity throughout
the life of His Church. Through
history and tradition, the
saints of old publicly state their
testimonies before the saints
of today. Surrounded by this
cloud of witnesses, we abide in
Christ with them in the present
and look forward to the life of
the world to come. n
Jakin Heng is a second-year linguistics major
in an Australian university.
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4 challenges young adults
face following Christ
by Charles Lee

the temptation to make a
name for ourselves instead of
magnifying the name of Christ.
We need to decide what
motivates us: selfish ambitions
or godly ambitions. To this
end, unless we are convinced
by God’s narrative in Scripture,
we will be swept away by the
narratives of the corporate
world.

Unless we are
convinced by God’s
narrative in Scripture,
we will inevitably be
swept away by
the narratives of the
corporate world.
Although young adults today have so many resources, they are often afraid bad choices would cause them to fall behind their peers. Image by
Pexels.

W

hether we are young
adults, teens or
older adults, we all face
fundamental challenges that
are common to all Christians
– the flesh, the world and
Satan seek to hinder us,
irrespective of our age. Yet
these forces are experienced
differently depending on one’s
age group. How do young
adult Christians experience
these challenges? Perhaps a
better understanding of these
challenges would help the
church to more effectively spur
her young adults on to follow
Christ.
Young adults face four
challenges:
1. We are going through
significant transitions.
Young adulthood involves
many life changes: army,
university (whether locally or
overseas), work, courtship,
marriage, starting a family.
Each transition presents
spiritual risks to young adults;
each transition demands that
we evaluate the dangers and
opportunities in our newfound context. It is during
these transitions that mentors

Each transition
presents spiritual
risks and demands
that we evaluate
the dangers and

opportunities

in our new-found
context.
to young adults need to be
particularly mindful of the
possibility that we may stray
away from Christ.
2. We experience loneliness.
While some of us start
romantic relationships, others
struggle with loneliness. Our
YAM (Young Adults Ministry)
leaders have observed that
these feelings of loneliness
can be perilous if they are
not understood or carefully
attended to. When we
discover that somebody likes
us, and our loneliness may
be at an end, the result could
be spiritually disastrous. John
Piper says it so well: ‘…one of
the most powerful forces in
human life is the awakening
of a peculiar happiness and

desire that comes from being
liked by a person of the
opposite sex. I have watched
otherwise strong, wise, and
seemingly mature Christian
young people completely lose
their moral bearings when they
find out that they are liked —
that they are attractive to an
unbeliever.’ Loneliness can be
an emotionally intense struggle
for young adults. It is often
exacerbated when we see our
peers becoming couples.

‘…one of the most
powerful forces in
human life is the
awakening of a
peculiar happiness
and desire that
comes from being
liked by a person of
the opposite sex…’
3. We struggle with our
ambitions.
As we begin work, with our
careers ahead of us and our
years of intense education
behind us, we struggle with

4. We have many alternatives
to choose between.
Perhaps a challenge that is
most peculiar to the young
adults of our time is the
multitude of options and
resources available to them.
Much has been spoken of
analysis paralysis but really,
what we need to fight
is ‘alternatives paralysis’.
Compared to a decade before,
information has increased
exponentially. This means
that we are presented with
countless life paths and endless
possibilities about what to
make of our lives. Rather than
simply providing us with a
sense of empowerment, these
alternatives paralyse us from
committing to a particular
course, because our hearts fear
missing out on the “what-if’s”.
How will young adult
Christians steer a course of
faithful discipleship in the
face of these challenges? In
one sense, a life stage-specific
ministry like YAM could
help. Yet, young adults need
more than that. We need a
variety of relationships in
our families and the church
community that can speak
God’s transforming truths into
our lives. n
Charles Lee is a young adult church deacon.
He works in the corporate world.
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Youths and young
adults are our
future leaders.
I pray that they will
be God-centered and
God-fearing people
when the time comes
for them to take up
the leadership of
the Church.

continued from page 12

Hearing older
voices
Teoh Khoon: You only have
so much time in a day. With
social media, your day will be
shorter.
Lay Suan: I notice other
pre-occupations. Personal
grooming is one. Also,
spending lots of time in the
gym. Looking good is a big
thing with young adults. Also,
computer games and social
drinking.

In your observations, what
are the ways they respond
to these things that call to
them?
Corinne: Some young adults
follow the crowd. But
increasingly, I’ve seen others
who are following their hearts,
and ditching tried-and-tested
paths to pursue their passions.
Many put studies and careers
before God, and have no
time for church, or to nurture
their faith. Thankfully, some
recognise the importance of
growing in discipleship; some
even disciple others.
Siang Hwa: As young adults
enter a new world, they will
experience a conflict between
Christian morals and standing
on the side of what the world
regards as doing ‘right’.

They will experience
a conflict between

Christian morals
and standing on the
side of what the
world regards as
doing ‘right’.

Is there a gender
difference?
Lay Suan: The equal
opportunities for education in
Singapore have levelled the
field for work opportunities.
So, young women and
young men compete equally.
Young women tend to fuss
over weight issues and
relationships. Young men
want to find out what it is that
defines manhood—is it about
hiding your vulnerabilities?

When teens become young adults, many things change - friends, interests, priorities. Photo
by Erick Kencana.

Do today’s young adults
still say: “I want to make
my first million before I
turn 35?” Do they still say
“I want to buy my car!”
In other words, do you
think young adults see
that “worldly success’ is an
increasingly hard-to-attain
goal?
Corinne: Not really. Yes, there’s
an economic downturn, but
some young people are still
very driven by money, and
they see it as a means to get
what they want in life. I guess
they are defined by the things
they own. Generally, I feel
the young adults of today are
confident, and not afraid of
taking risks.
Elder Eddy Teo: I don’t know
if today’s young adults are
any more greedy than their
parents. In my time, the goal
was to own a HDB flat. These
days, the goal is to own a
private apartment. But with
higher incomes, the net effect
is about the same. An average
university grad may get a
start pay of $3000 today. In
my time, that would be under
$500.
Lay Suan: I would say the
majority are not ambitious.
They don’t have to struggle
to make ends meet. Unless
they come from very poor
backgrounds, they have
parents to support them. So
they have many options. They
are interested in pursuing their
interests, it’s not just about
work.

Are there young adults
who opt out of the race,
because they realise it’s
really not so easy?

Corinne: Quite a few. I think
they find that investing so
much time and effort to keep
up with others is not a worthy
goal. Probably their self-worth
does not come from material
things.

Do young adults listen to
their parents and elders?
Eddy: Young adults want
to make their own choices.
Many get advice from their
peers who are also just as
inexperienced as they.
Lay Suan: Well, if parents and
elders behave like “ ‘I-knowmore-than-you-so-you-haveto-listen-to-me’ gods”, young
adults are not going to listen.
On the other hand, if elders
and parents are open-minded
to what goes on in the young
adult world, they will find
their children more receptive
and willing to listen. Good
or bad, young adults tend to
listen to their peers because
peers accept them for who
they are.

Young adults tend
to listen to their
peers because peers
accept them for who
they are.
Does having their own
children rekindle their
interest in their faith? Or
does having babies pull
them away from church
further?
Corinne: I think it can work
both ways. This generation
tends to focus on one thing at
a time. They want to do it well.
So if they have children, their

lives, besides work, will revolve
around the kids and that
leaves them little energy and
time to be involved in church.
Young adults are thought to
be good at multitasking, but
not too many are willing to be
stretched when approached to
serve.

What can the church do, or
begin to do, to help young
adults?
Teoh Khoon: There are older
Christians, both in church
and the marketplace who
care about Christian young
adults. Without calling this
mentoring, they will make
time for young people. But
the lingering problem is:
young adults don’t have time
for us. Nobody believes that
these relationships are instant,
or always work out, but
sometimes we don’t even get
to start.

Where else may help be
found?
Teoh Khoon: I tell young
adults who have just entered
the working world to find
Christian friends and Christian
groups at their offices and
workplaces. I say: “You know
your life has become so much
busier. You know there are
temptations. You know you
will be missing church. You
may have to work Sundays.
Don’t be a lone light. Find a
like-minded Christian group to
join. These groups are there
in Shenton Way. Find other
lights.”
Siang Hwa: Youths and young
adults are our future leaders. I
pray that they will be Godcentered and God-fearing
people when the time comes
for them to take up the
leadership of the Church. n
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Hearing older voices
A group of older adults from True Way share their observations about young adulthood. Four of them
are church elders, all five have worked with young adults, and all have young adult children.
TOGETHER: Why do young
people leave church?

E

lder Tan Teoh Khoon:
There are two transitions
in church. The first transition
happens when teens leave
YouthZone (YZ) to join our
Young Adults Ministry (YAM).
Some of our teens don’t make
this transition. They were YZ
members, but don’t want to
join YAM activities. A second
transition takes place when
a YAM person later leaves
church, despite an earlier
attachment to YAM for several
years.
Often, young people leave
because of their friends. They
decide to join other churches
because their new friends
are there. Do they settle in
the church they’re visiting?
Not always. The sad truth is,
we just don’t always know
whether our young people
settle in other churches, or if
they continue to be practising
Christians.

Do young adults leave
church because of work
pressures? But how were
we different in our time?
Teoh Khoon: Well, we faced
work pressures and struggles,
too. But work routines and
expectations, particularly in
the professional fields, are
tougher today. Singapore, like
other countries, is experiencing
a digital revolution. While
technology has made our work
faster and more efficient, our
deadlines are also shorter, and
our work scope broader. In the
corporate world where I work,
I’m surprised when young
adult workers are up at 1am
or 2am, sending work-related
email. They tell me they’re
near the bottom of a chain,
and the work only gets to
them near, or after, midnight.
Some others are trying to

Every church has a unique generational make-up. This make-up can fuel unhappiness, or help it grow. Photo by Erick Kencana.

enhance their organisation’s
service levels in the pursuit
of a shorter turnaround in
customer service.

In your observations, what
are the main temptations,
or struggles young adults
face?
Elder Corinne Liu: Toggling
between what the world
and others expect of them,
and what they want for
themselves. Young adults
ask: should I follow my heart,
or my head? They wonder if
they should go against the
mainstream. For Christians,
the struggle is also in making
time and having the discipline
to keep growing in the faith.
There are so many things
demanding their time and
commitment.
Elder Lek Siang Hwa: I guess
this is being human, but young
adults strive hard to gain

recognition and acceptance
from peers.

What are their main
preoccupations?
Corinne: For some young
adults, it’s the relentless
pursuit of worldly success,
whether it be in their
studies, career, possessions or
relationships. For many others,
it’s keeping up with social
media. They want to know
what’s happening. They want
to keep up. They also want to
be influencers.
Teoh Khoon: Young adults who
are students in polytechnics or
universities are preoccupied
with needing to study, gaming
and partying. While they worry
about their grades, they want
social acceptance. Working
young adults worry about
their careers, and finding life
partners. It’s fair to say young
adults are easily influenced

Young adults are
easily influenced by
their friends. We pray
their new interests
would not displace
their Christian walk.
by their friends. We pray
their new interests would not
displace their Christian walk.
Soh Lay Suan: I see they
spend a great deal of time on
social media. I worry about
addiction. We all become
dissatisfied with what we
have after viewing other
people’s filtered lives. Young
people are vulnerable to peer
pressure. Though they’re just
starting out, they already want
well-lived lives. For them, a
well-lived life means a life
filled with a big range of
experiences.
continues on page 11
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