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No one can deny that the COVID-19 
pandemic that was declared by the World 
Health Organization on 11 March 2020 has 
affected and disrupted almost every country and 
every sphere of our lives. More importantly, 
the spread of COVID-19 and the shutdown of 
in-person meetings for non-essential businesses 
have accelerated the strategic importance and 
adoption of digital technology in both the 
world of business as well as our personal lives. 
In the span of a short one and a half years, it 
forced companies to adapt and adopt digital 
technology and find creative digital solutions 
so that the organizations could continue to 
function remotely and continue to serve their 
customers. For the common people, this 
pandemic has literally forced even those who are 
not interested or savvy with digital technology 
to accelerate their learning and adopt it so 
that they will not be left wanting. Religious 
organisations have also not been spared, 
particularly for the Christian community that 
has always emphasized the importance of a 
gathered physical community to worship God.   

In the latest survey research done by the Barna 
Group in the US, it was revealed that “…78 
percent of US adults agree with the statement 
“experiencing God in a church service alongside 
others, in person, is very important to me…” 
However, in the same survey, it was also 
revealed that “…one in three US adults who 
have ever attended a church expect churches 
to make some form of digital worship option 
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available after the pandemic.” In short, the 
research results seem to suggest that even 
after this pandemic is over, most American 
Christians are expecting their churches to adopt 
a hybrid model of worship (i.e. physical as well 
as online worship). 

Although this survey was done in the US, I 
have no doubt that the results would be the 
same if the survey was conducted here. So, what 
are we to make of it? Will our churches adopt 
a hybrid model of worship after this pandemic? 
What will be the shape and approach of our 
ministries and outreach work be like after 
this pandemic? In this issue of our OnTrac 
Newsletter, a few of our pastors and TTC 
Lecturers (Trinity Theological College) have 
been invited to pen their thoughts to address 
these issues. Prayerfully these articles will 
assist all of us in our reflections and prayerful 
deliberations as we continue to consider the 
future ministry approaches that our 21 TRAC 
churches should adopt during and after this 
pandemic. In the meantime, may the God of 
our hope continue to fill all of you with all joy 
and peace in believing, so that by the power of 
the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope. To 
God be the glory! Amen!

Rev Stanley Chua
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INTRODUCTION 
In an extended period of flux brought about by 
the pandemic, churches have been compelled 
to consider what it means for the church to 
worship online and how to best go about it. 

Prior to March 2020, the online presence and 
engagement of TRAC churches came in the form 
of an official church website. Some churches 
had a presence on social media platforms like 

Facebook and Instagram 
where devotional messages 
or notes, photos, and publicity 
of events were posted.  Some 
churches reflected that 
their online presence was 
“negligible”, “minimal” or 
“none”.

But when the “Circuit 
Breaker” was implemented, 
every TRAC church was 
launched further into online 
territory. Churches which 
once had no online presence 
found themselves having a 
YouTube channel; websites 
were redesigned for a better 
user experience; audio 
sermon recordings on church 
websites were replaced with 
full-service video recordings; 
more churches got onto 
social media, or used them 
in new and more frequent 
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at short notice. While the permissible 
numbers for in-person worship services 
cannot accommodate the full size of the 
church, churches will continue to alternate 
between a fully online worship service or 
both in-person and online worship options.

But (if the Lord tarries), it is not 
unthinkable that one day, pre-COVID-19 
sizes of gatherings will be allowed. 
Churches will then need to decide what 
forms of online presence and engagement 
will continue. As was the case before, 
different churches will adopt different 
answers to the question. Broadly, as 
churches seek the Lord’s direction 
decide the paths to take, the factors 
of practicability and theology must be 
considered.

PRACTICABILITY
The factors of practicability are more 
perceptible. They include: safety of 
the people; compliance with national 
regulations; minimally acceptable quality 
of stream; capabilities for video shooting, 
sound mixing, lighting, editing, streaming, 
etc; equipment; budget; space for in-
person worship with safe distancing; 
demographics of congregation and their 
adeptness with digital technology; and 
resources to provide both in-person and 
online services sustainably in the long 
run. But considerations of what is finally 
practicable for the church’s worship must 
always be guided by theology.

THEOLOGY
The nature of the church
The church is not a physical building but 
a spiritual entity of believers. (Matthew 
16:18; 1 Corinthians 3:16-17) In the Bible, 
ekklesia (the Greek reference for “church”) 
is used to refer to an assembly, either 
to the universal body of believers (e.g. 
Matthew 16:18; Acts 9:31) or a particular 
community of believers (e.g. Acts 11:26; 
14:23). The former usage lends to how 
believers who worship remotely online 

ways. Once relatively unheard-of terms 
like “pre-recording”, “streaming”, “live-
stream”, “webinars” or “Zoom” are now 
commonplace in our churches’ vocabulary.

Unable to meet in numbers like before, 
the corporate life of the church has mostly 
transferred online. Meetings, courses, 
and seminars that used to take place 
in physical rooms or halls in church 
buildings are now held in virtual rooms 
over platforms like Zoom, MS Teams or 
Google Meet. These platforms offer some 
form of face-to-face real-time interactions, 
but which use for larger scale and longer 
duration events require some type of paid 
subscription to the platforms. Larger scale 
activities like worship services are mostly 
streamed over YouTube or Facebook which 
while are generally free-to-use, have 
interactions with the attendees practically 
limited to text and emojis.

From the beginning, churches had to 
quickly decide on the following, especially 
for its online corporate worship services:

• Mode for broadcast: Pre-recorded or 
“live”

• Shooting locations: From home or 
church’s facility

• Digital platforms: YouTube, Facebook, 
Church Online Platform, Zoom, etc.

• Access: Private (to encourage 
community interactions) or open to 
public

• Timings of services: Fixed time or on-
demand

With the nation in an uneasy dance with 
the pandemic, restricting and relaxing 
safe measures as the number of infections 
rises and falls, churches by-and-large are 
finding themselves in a phase of stability 
amidst instability. We expect changes 
in the way we congregate to come every 
now and then, but have also generally 
gained the experience and developed 
processes to implement those changes 
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can be legitimately seen as 
worshipping as “the church.” 
But is there then still a 
need for in-person worship 
gatherings to be properly 
recognised as “a church”? 
Does the in-person or same-
time assembly of believers 
have any real spiritual 
significance? If so, to what 
degree should we strive to 
insist on it?

The mission of the church
Digital platforms are 
beginning to be seen by some 
churches as essentially 
tools that can be used to 
great effect to communicate 
the gospel. Churches have 
observed that some who 
were less inclined to step 
into a church building now 
seem willing to join an online 
service or webinar or view 
a short video content on 
a Christian perspective of 
things. 

However, the church at its 
best has never settled for 

mere communication of but also transformation by 
the gospel. Is online worship helpful or detrimental to 
Christian discipleship and spiritual formation? How may 
we glean the benefits while avoiding the pitfalls?

To illustrate the consideration with an example, 
services with limited in-person capacity are seldom 
fully attended. Notwithstanding safety concerns in 
returning in-person, there are anecdotal feedback of 
people preferring the convenience of online worship 
even when in-person services can fully resume. 
Excusing cases of genuine needs (e.g. for the less 
mobile), such sentiments spark questions on the type 
of spirituality that might be formed in believers (or 
perhaps of greater concern, new believers) engaged in 
online worship. But do in-person services necessarily 
form a truer Christian cruciform spirituality instead of a 
convenient one? 



Endnotes
1 Church Online Platform is a free service provided by Life.Church to enable any church to broadcast their services in a 
platform which is customisable and includes features like a chatbox for interaction and buttons to enable offering and 
indications to “receive Christ”. (https://churchonlineplatform.com/)
2 As opposed to the popular usage of the word “traditional” today to refer to a worship service that uses hymns instead of 
modern choruses in its worship.
3 Also in 2 Thessalonians 2:15, the apostle Paul writes, “So then, brothers and sisters, stand firm and hold fast to the 
teachings (footnote: traditions) we passed on to you, whether by word of mouth or by letter.”

The tradition of the church 
The tradition of the church does not refer to 
a particular music preference2, but refers 
to the Christian faith handed down through 
the ages from the first disciples of Jesus. 
(1 Corinthians 11:2; 15:3)3 The written 
Scriptures contain the Word of God and is 
the ultimate rule by which all doctrines and 
traditions must be evaluated, but it does not 
explicitly convey everything of the Christian 
faith. There are other things which convey 
aspects of the Christian faith apart from the 
written Scriptures. For example, before any 
of the New Testament books were written, 
the early church was already celebrating 
Holy Communion. Holy Communion thus 
became the vehicle through which the 
gospel was proclaimed even before the 
New Testament came about, and how it 
was celebrated was understood to contain 
spiritual truths from Christ. (1 Corinthians 
11:17-34) The ritual conveys something 
more than spoken words can ever convey – 
even the gathering of the people around a 
common table conveys a spiritual mystery. 
Where the forms have changed from the 
first, they are only done with much care to 
ensure that the changes do not corrupt the 
spiritual truths handed down to us. 

The tradition of the church is important for 
deciding our forms of worship because the 
latter expresses something about our faith 
and shapes the faith of the worshipper. 
While there are different interpretations 
of some of Paul’s argument when giving 
instructions for worship practices to an 
early church in 1 Corinthians 11, what is 
clear is the Scriptural concern that the 
way we worship is not reduced to personal 

preference but considers the doctrines 
handed down through it. 
For example, both online and in-person 
worship forms may be argued to convey 
the doctrine of Christ’s incarnation. 
Going online could be argued to be 
“incarnational” in the sense that it is going 
to “where the people are” just as Jesus 
came to earth as a man where we are. But 
one could also question whether a virtual 
or in-person assembly reflects more 
ideally the immense value of our physical 
bodies and presence to one another that is 
affirmed when God chose to reveal himself 
to us not only “in spirit” but in the flesh. 
(John 1:14, 18) 

At the end of the day, different churches 
are given different gifts and face different 
contexts, which lead to different responses 
as all strive to be faithful to the nature, 
mission and tradition of the Church. 
Whether we stay online or return in-
person, let us do so as members of the 
body of Christ, each having a part in 
fulfilling the nature, carrying out the 
mission and handing down the tradition of 
the church through our active worship in 
unity with the rest of our church.
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Doing the Unthinkable
Back in February 2020, when the COVID-19 
pandemic was just beginning and before 
restrictions were imposed, a church requested 
that I make a recording of my sermon, in 
addition to preaching it live. I was taken aback 
by this request, and consented to do only an 
audio (not video) recording, as the idea of 

speaking in an empty room while staring into a 
computer screen and trying to look enthusiastic 
was quite unthinkable.

Less than a month later, however, compelled by 
circumstances, I was doing the unthinkable as 
a matter of routine, holding my lectures online 
and making one video recording of my sermons 

THE CHURCH
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Gratitude and Concern



after another for the online services of various 
churches.

My experience is not unique. All of us have 
had to adapt to radical changes and do what 
was previously inconceivable. Who would have 
imagined, just over a year and a half ago, that 
the new norm for so many of us when we attend 
worship services, small group meetings and 
discipleship courses is to sit in our chairs, turn 
on our computers and put on our ear pieces, 
rather than getting dressed, making the journey 
and gathering in person with our brothers and 
sisters?

Let me share some of my reflections on the 
momentous change we have had to undergo.        

Gratitude for the Blessing
My first response is one of gratitude. I am 
thankful that, due to God’s gracious provision, 
we have the technological means to participate 
in worship services and other church activities 
in situations where we are not able to gather in 
person (or do so in large numbers). 

I am grateful that our technological capabilities 
have progressed to a point where we are not 
merely the passive recipients of something 
beamed to us, but are able to respond with our 
contributions and questions. This has enabled 
small group sessions, courses and other meetings 
to proceed in a meaningful way amidst our 
challenging circumstances.

Concern for the Dangers
Dangers, however, are also present, and I wish 
to devote more of this article to exploring them. 
I begin by pointing us to the “incarnation”: That 
momentous event in history where the almighty, 
transcendent and eternal God became a weak, 
lowly and time-bound human being. More 
specifically, God the Son, the second member of 
the Holy Trinity, came to us as a complete flesh 
and blood human being named Jesus. The Bible 

calls Jesus “Immanuel”, which means “God with 
us” (Matt 1:23). 

Through the incarnation, we understand what 
it means for an embodied person to be “with” 
another in the fullest sense. It is to be there in 
person; to be physically present. God did not 
send us an email or a WhatsApp message; he 
did not speak to us through video-conferencing 
or appear as a hologram beamed from heaven. 
He came to be with us in person, as a fellow 
embodied being.  

When the Bible speaks of Christians gathering 
for worship, it refers to a physical meeting. The 
human authors of the Bible were, of course, 
unaware of technological innovations which 
allow us to meet online. But this does not 
change the fact that the church as the “body of 
Christ” (1 Cor 12) is realised and manifested 
most completely when we gather in person. 
It is only when we are “with” one another in 
the fullest sense that our corporate identity 
and our unity in diversity is established most 
firmly. Moreover, there are crucial elements 
in our services which cannot (and should not) 
be carried out remotely, like the water baptism 
and the consecration of the elements for Holy 
Communion.

There are Christians who argue that an online 
worship service does not constitute a valid 
service at all. This is taking it too far. But the 
other extreme is also wrong—online services are 
not services in their fullest sense, and cannot 
be a permanent replacement for Christians 
gathering in person at the church premises. 
  
In-person gatherings are also important for our 
spiritual growth. The need to be at particular 
locations at specific times in the course of the 
week inculcates routine in our lives. It gives us 
a rhythm; it helps us form habits. These habits 
are a key bulwark against the dominance of 
sloth and avarice in our lives. They push us to 
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do what is right, whether we feel like it; whether 
there are more entertaining alternatives.     

Also, when we gather in person, we are 
constrained; things do not always go our way. 
We have to sit through the entire service or 
meeting, even the boring parts. We have to 
encounter persons we dislike; members who are 
inconsiderate; people who are different from 
us. These not-so-pleasant aspects of in-person 
gatherings are actually opportunities to challenge 
our sinful nature. They are situations of blessed 
inconvenience and discomfort. They teach us to 
forgo what we want, to submit to those having 
authority over us and give deference to what is 
good for the whole body of Christ. 

In contrast, participating in online services can 
become a consumerist paradise. We are the lords 
and masters. We can wake up at any time. We 
choose the service to attend—perhaps after a bit 
of surfing to find out which eminent preacher 
is speaking at which church. We prepare our 
snacks and drinks, sit back and be prepared 
to be ministered to. We ignore instructions 
to stand—the element of worshipping with 
our bodies is simply too onerous, especially 
with no one watching us. We skip over all the 
boring bits. We even switch from one service to 
another if the one we chose turns out to be not 
so meaningful. Such a situation is a dream come 
true for our sinful natures—the self sits securely 
on the throne while everything goes towards 
serving it.

Some Practical Implications
The church moving online in our present 
situation is both a blessing we should be grateful 
for and a danger we should be concerned 
about. I would like to end by highlighting three 
implications of what we have covered:

a. During this pandemic, churches have had to 
make difficult decisions as to whether to cease 
in-person services and go completely online. 

This is usually done through a cost-benefit 
analysis: Does the cost of holding in-person 
services outweigh the benefit to the small 
number of people who get to attend? 
I wish to suggest that such analysis should 
also take place on a broader level. What is the 
cost to the church (and the gospel) if we reject 
the opportunity (however small) to most fully 
manifest the church as the body of Christ in our 
present crisis? Is this not the moment we need 
the church to be most fully the church?

b. We need to pray and work towards the 
situation where we are able to gather in large 
numbers again, not just for the well-being of 
our nation, but also of our church. This might 
involve us being more active in things like 
encouraging our members to get vaccinated and 
debunking the falsehoods coming from certain 
sectors about how taking the jab is unchristian. 

c. Once restrictions on our gatherings are 
substantially lifted, the task of encouraging our 
members to return in person to our services and 
meetings becomes critical. This promises to be 
immensely challenging—many of us have got 
used to new rhythms of life and developed new 
habits, making a return to our old ways very 
difficult. Having found an easier method to “do 
church”, many will question the necessity of 
returning to the more arduous path.  

The time might come for tough decisions. If 
continuing to hold services online proves to 
be an insurmountable obstacle to getting our 
members back physically, it might be necessary 
to cease them altogether. This will naturally 
lead to a host of complaints, accompanied by 
a drastic drop in our numbers, as our members 
flock to other online offerings. But might this 
also be an opportunity to start afresh and build 
the church up to be more fully what she is 
meant to be?
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This article is a combination of two articles 
that were originally published in the 
January and April 2021 issues of Faithlink, 
the official magazine of Faith Methodist 
Church.

2020 was a challenging year for many of us 
-- schools were interrupted, works were 
disrupted, and livelihoods were abruptly 
affected. In times like these, spiritual 
solace was very much needed for the soul. 
Yet at one point during the pandemic, 
places of worship were instructed to close 
(for good reasons). But thank God for 
technology, which enabled many churches 
to adapt and go 'online.'
 
Today, churches are still partially closed; 
but by now, many of us are getting used 
to live-streamed services, and are even 
persuaded that online services are the 
future of ‘doing church’ post-COVID-19. 
Indeed, there are many good things about 
online worship services:

1.Flexibility of time – if you miss the 
scheduled time of the 'live' broadcast, you 
can replay the entire service anytime at 
your own convenience.

2. Flexibility of space – you do not have 
to trouble yourself to physically travel 
to church, you can access the service 
wherever you are at your own convenience.

3. Flexibility of options – not only can you 
go to 'church' any time wherever you are, 
you can go to any ‘church’ anywhere in the 
world at your own convenience.
 
In other words, you can customize private 
worship according to your own liking, 
connecting with God and being ministered 
to at your convenience. After all, it was 
Jesus who told us to go into our own closet 
to pray and worship (Matthew 6.6). So, why 
bother congregating physically to worship 
in-person? Surely private worship is better 
than public worship, right?

BY REV EDDIE HO

PRIVATE &
PUBLIC WORSHIP



12 PRIVATE AND PUBLIC WORSHIP

 Not quite. Let me share three reasons 
why I believe private worship (online or on 
your own) cannot replace public (physical 
gathering of the community) worship.
 
1. Worship is not just about you 
When the Samaritan woman debated with 
Jesus at the well, Jesus replied that "the 
hour is coming when the true worshipers 
will worship the Father in spirit and truth, 
for the Father is seeking such people to 
worship him" (John 4:23).

In other words, it doesn’t matter where we 
worship as long as we do it in spirit and 
truth. This sounds like a biblical mandate 
for online worship, but in reality, it is very 
hard to be in the spirit at online services. 
We can get distracted easily – at the swipe 
or touch of the finger, we could toggle 
between pages when we are bored with 
the song, prayer, or sermon, we could even 
multitask while attending service. 

This is because the online interface is 
primarily designed to be transactional 
and user-centric –Google for information, 
YouTube for entertainment, Spotify for 
music, Deliveroo for food and Amazon 
for goods – we are consumers of online 
services.

But the worship service is not a transaction 
where we are the client. Yes, we get fed 
and ministered worshiping online, but 'we' 
are not the main thing. God is. Worship 
flows from us to God, not the other way 
around. In worship, we are not consumers 
but contributors.

2. Worship is about god and his church
Christ is the head of the Church 
(Colossians 1:18), you are his body (1 
Corinthians 12:27) – note that ‘you’ is not 
singular, but plural. This plural ‘you’ is 
also known as the Church. The Church is 
not a building but the Body of Christ. When 
we go to church, we are not attending 
'church,' we don't go to be served, we go to 

serve the Body of Christ. That's why online 
service alone will not do – it is passive, it is 
one-way, and it tends to be individualistic – 
there is no sense of community or Church. 
 
3. Rehearsal for the ultimate
 Revelation 5:13 gives us a glimpse of what 
to expect in the future,
Every creature in heaven and on earth and 
under the earth and in the sea, and all that 
is in them, saying, “To him who sits on the 
throne and to the Lamb be blessing and 
honor and glory and might forever and 
ever!” 

This is the ultimate worship service! In 
one sense, what we do now on earth is but 
a rehearsal for that ultimate worship in 
eternity. Private worship in my closet is 
the spiritual discipline that I practise every 
day for the combined practice each week, 
which in turn are the ‘dress rehearsals’ 
preparing for the ultimate worship in 
eternity. 
 
Therefore, do not be content with private 
worship, for it is not the ultimate. Yearn for 
the combined practices as well. Don’t miss 
the ‘rehearsals,’ as some are in the habit 
of doing, but encourage one another, all 
the more as we see the Day approaching 
(Hebrews 10:25). We are working towards 
the Ultimate Worship Service in eternity, 
where we will join the Body of Christ 
(past, present and future) for the ultimate 
endless worship. Hallelujah, amen!

SACRAMENT 
In addition, there is another dimension why 
Christians gather for public worship. Our 
God is a God of grace – this means that 
He bless us with gifts we do not deserve 
(“unmerited favour”). We receive these 
gifts via channels called “means of grace”. 
There are many forms of means – it could 
be as simple as the meals we are provided 
for; or the Word that we read, for man shall 
not live on bread alone (Matthew 4:4); or 
the preaching that we listen to, for faith 



comes from hearing (Romans 10:17).
Among the many means of grace, there 
are two which are personally ordained 
and instituted by Jesus himself –Baptism 
and Holy Communion. We call them 
‘Sacraments.’ 

Baptism is a sacrament we do only once 
in our lifetime, while Holy Communion is a 
sacrament we partake as often as we can. 
Holy Communion is a sign of the presence 
of Christ among the people of God and 
their unity in Him. When we partake the 
wine, we remember Jesus as the giver 
of new Life and the New Covenant. When 
we partake the bread, we are reminded 
of being one Body with him and with one 
another (1 Corinthians 10.16-18). Holy 
Communion is an outward sign of God’s 
inward grace to us. But it is a sign, no 
matter how sacred, so we ought not make 
it more than what it is.

NOT MORE THAN IT IS
Firstly it is our faith in Jesus Christ that 
saves us, not the act of eating his body and 
drinking his blood. 

Secondly, while Holy Communion may 
be a sacrament, it is not a mandatory 
commandment but an exhortation. It is a 
means (of grace) to strengthen our faith, 
not an end in itself. If situation demands 
it – such as during a pandemic where 
physical contact should be minimised – it 
is our social responsibility to ‘fast’ from the 
Lord’s Supper. 

 ‘Fasting’ from Holy Communion is not 
new, it had been observed and practiced 
throughout the history of the church. 
One example was in the 1700s when 
Methodist pastors in America looked after 
several parishes in different places and 
travelled a circuit around the country. 
Because pastors could not be present 
weekly, some congregations in the circuit 
might only be served Holy Communion 
monthly, two monthly, or even quarterly. 
The parishioners were on a communion 

‘fast’ until they could partake it; but when 
they could, they communed together. This 
practice stuck with us, and that’s why in 
pre-Covid days, most Methodist churches 
celebrated the Eucharist monthly.

NOT LESSER THAN IT SHOULD BE
Even so, we must not make Holy 
Communion lesser than what it is, which 
is a tendency of modern people. The 
church in Corinth faced the same problem 
and Paul in 1 Corinthians 11 instructs 
us to treat it seriously -- i.e. not to do it 
as if we were consuming our own meals 
separately in our own homes, but to wait 
for each other and partake it together as a 
community.  

The Lord’s Supper is like a ‘reunion 
dinner,’ where every member of the family 
waits for each other to fellowship with one 
another over the table. It would not be a 
‘reunion’ per se if everyone were to take 
it on their own over video on screen or not 
being physically present. Would the head of 
the family be satisfied?

Methodists take Holy Communion 
seriously. An  Elder plays the part of 
the host and consecrates the elements 
at the table as if it is one loaf and one 
cup. The elements are distributed to the 
congregation, which we eat and drink 
together because we are ‘one Body.’ 

Holy Communion is a blessed and holy sign 
of our union with Christ. If Worship Service 
is a ‘dress rehearsal’ to the ‘Ultimate 
Worship,’ then Holy Communion is the 
‘appetizer’ to the ‘Great Banquet.’ When 
we gather for the Lord’s Supper, we look 
forward with eager anticipation to the 
Great Banquet on Resurrection Day, where 
we will be finally and wholly united with 
our Lord Jesus Christ, eating and drinking 
with him, and communing with one another 
in the Father’s kingdom (Matthew 26:29; 
Mark 14:25). That is the day to behold! 
Hallelujah, amen!

13PRIVATE AND PUBLIC WORSHIP



Online Worship

BY MR ISAAC TAN & PS ALEX CHEW WITH THE TRAC BOARD OF WORSHIP AND MUSIC

It has been more than a year since Covid-19 
took the world by storm. Lives have drastically 
changed and churches had to adapt to a host 
of ever-changing regulations. Before the 
pandemic, streaming worship services online 
was a pipe dream for many churches. However, 
the idea was relegated because it was thought 
to be cost-prohibitive, tech-prohibitive, and 
resource-prohibitive. Yet almost overnight, 
churches had to scramble and jump onto the 
live-stream and recording platform, in a bid 
to maintain the regularity of worship services. 
Worship leaders, pastors, and volunteers had 
to become YouTube and Facebook experts 
overnight, exploring functions and tabs most 
of us didn’t know existed before. We’ve had to 
grapple with editing software and videography 

to help our congregations connect with God. 
Don’t even get us started about Zoom and 
Zoom-topia. 

Despite all the challenges that have come 
our way, we’ve tried, tested, learnt, failed, 
succeeded, and adapted along the way. 
Lurking at the back of our minds, however, 
lies the question: Are the live-streaming 
and broadcasting of services a temporal 
phenomenon, a seasonal necessity, or are they 
here to stay for good? If so, what considerations 
would churches have to bear in mind? Are these 
even the right questions to ask? In this article, 
we explore whether we’ve turned a corner in our 
ecclesiastical history and tackle these questions 
head on. 

14 ONLINE WORSHIP
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It is needful to begin by reminding ourselves 
that we are embodied creatures, created for 
community and social interaction. Our body 
is the vehicle through which we interact and 
connect with others meaningfully. God has 
given humanity the senses of taste, touch, smell, 
sight, and hearing. In-person worship services 
help us engage all five of them. We meet with 
fellow brothers and sisters in Christ, hear them 
sing, respond, and converse with each other. 
We shake hands, give high-fives or hug. We 
smell and taste before, during, and after the 
service, be it the quick pre-service cookie, the 
Holy Communion elements, or the post-service 
coffee. 

In-person worship moves us towards a venue 
intentionally and purposefully consecrated for 
worship. It is both the visual and structural 
aspect, coupled with the ritual of preparation 
and entering the modern day equivalent of the 
Nave, that help us prepare body, mind, and soul 
for worship. To draw a parallel, it is perhaps for 
this reason that we yearn for vacations and say 
that even staycations are not enough. In-person 
worship is a whole environment of worship, not 
simply a screen and a sofa.

Though it may be perceived to be regressive 
to shift our worship services online, that may 
not be necessarily true. Distributing the Holy 
Communion elements and partaking them in 
tandem with online worship services engages 
our five senses too. Additionally, churches 
started to tweak their online worship services to 
be more engaging. Members and visitors tuning 
in should not be mere viewers but participants, 
engaged throughout the service. 

As churches started being familiar with online 
worship services, two things became clear. One, 
the virtual service is a completely different 
entity from its physical counterpart. Two, the 
church needs to be equipped and learn from 

professionals in this arena. This in turn has two 
major implications for us as a church. 

Firstly, constantly evaluating our services and 
the way we interact online might be a good 
first step to take. This would include taking 
in feedback from members and, especially, 
visitors. Secondly, we might want to  invite 
members or friends with the expertise to help 
craft a warmer and more engaging service. 
However, lest we get carried away with making 
services look more and more like marketing 
gimmicks, we need to exercise wisdom and hold 
the tension between receptivity and reverence. 
We should be open to ideas from the digital 
communications industry and yet exercise 
wisdom and prudence. This is not new to the 
church. We have enjoyed incorporating valuable 
practices from other sectors, such as the finance 
sector, and put them to good use. 

This is an uphill task but with the volatility and 
uncertainty that looms over our world, online 
worship services may be here to stay for the 
foreseeable future. Even if our physical services 
do resume to a fair degree of regularity, our way 
of life would unlikely be the same as before. 

That said, there are numerous positives that 
online worship services offer us as a church. 
Online services connect. Those of us who are 
overseas can still connect with us. Those of 
us in hospitals or in quarantine can still tune 
in and are not left out. Those of us who work 
odd hours can breathe a little easier, knowing 
we can catch up. Online services open many 
opportunities that transcend our limitations of 
space and boundaries. Barriers and obstacles to 
church are lowered and visitors can ‘visit’ church 
without feeling alienated or confused. 

Online services also benefit the Church at 
large. They open opportunities for resource-
scarce churches in the mission field, providing 
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a platform to worship, especially during the 
lockdown. Churches have received positive 
feedback from pastors in the mission field. 
These pastors, and their congregations, have 
benefitted from our online worship services as 
it gives them a breather from their hefty day-
to-day ministry commitments. Additionally, 
churches can learn from one another by helping 
and sharing tips and lessons we’ve gleaned 
through our unique journeys. Going online also 
widens the pool of resources we have. We now 
have plenty of sermons on YouTube to listen 
to, learn from, and share with others. Lastly, 
online services also welcome others in war-torn 
countries or undergoing persecution to join 
in. We can extend our love to them, stand in 
solidarity with them, and pray with and for 
them as they go through the unthinkable. 

It seems clear that there are visible and 
tangible opportunities on both ends. There are 
elements within in-person services that cannot 
be replicated elsewhere. On the other hand, 
online services break the mould and place us on 
a whole new level of connectivity. That said, 
marrying the two might not be the most feasible 
decision because it stretches our resources too 
tightly. It might even force us to chop one 
off, that the other might live. Either way, we 

stand at crossroads, And it is needful to remind 
ourselves that all of life is worship. 

Perhaps what is at stake is not just the decision 
to keep or discard the online service, but rather 
the journey it took to producing it in the first 
place. The scrambling, last-minute additions 
and omissions, the numerous Zoom meetings, 
the number of times we’ve had to speak to 
a lifeless camera all deepened our resilience 
and grit. It forced us to come together to 
brainstorm, troubleshoot and serve together. 
Likewise, the resumption of in-person services 
forced us to think out of the box, rally everyone 
and brace the change in regulations. Worship 
services, online or in-person, should inspire 
community, cohesiveness, and camaraderie, 
all culminating towards worshipping God. If 
either online or in-person services fail to do so, 
then we might have to rethink our approach to 
worship services altogether. 

Covid-19 is proving to be a storm that is yet to 
pass. We’re very much still in the middle of this 
pandemic and no one can be certain how things 
will play out from here. Regardless, with Christ 
in the vessel we can smile at the storm, as we go 
sailing home.
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Introduction
Investing into the lives of the next 
generation through schools has always 
been the heritage of the Methodist Church.1 
Specific to Singapore, this journey started 
in 1886 with the establishment of the 
Anglo-Chinese School (ACS), the first of the 
14 Methodist Schools in Singapore. 2 

One distinctive feature of the Methodist 
Schools is that the holistic education 
offered in our schools seeks to develop 
the full potential of our students, not just 
academically, socially, and physically, but 
also spiritually and emotionally . These 
latter needs are met through Christian 
Ministry Staff (CMS) who assist the 
chaplains in providing pastoral care to 
students, teachers, and parents of the 
schools, building into their lives through 
counselling, the school chapel programme, 
and the morning devotions. 
This article surveys how the CMSes 

adapted and continued to minister during 
this pandemic, looking at the ministries 
in Anglo-Chinese School (Independent) 
(ACS(I)), Paya Lebar Methodist Girls’ 
Secondary School (PLMGSS), and Anglo-
Chinese Junior College (ACJC).

Chapel Services and Morning Devotions
The weekly chapel services and morning 
devotions are an integral part of the life 
of our Methodist schools. In all three 
institutions, these were characterised by 
gathering students and teachers alike 
to worship God together, encourage 
each other through singing, and hear 
God’s word. With the arrival of COVID-19 
last year, these gatherings faded into 
happenings of a distant past. In the words 
of Ms Rachel Lee, a CMS in PLMGSS, “when 
COVID hit, and the measures kicked in, it 
brought almost everything to a standstill, 
causing all of us to re-evaluate how we 
would run our monthly events, weekly 
chapels, and daily interactions with the 
students”.

CHRISTIAN MINISTRY IN 
THE SCHOOLS AMIDST 
PANDEMIC

BY REV ALEX CHEW, WITH CONTRIBUTIONS FROM 
MS RACHEL LEE, MS ANNALISA DANIEL, AND MR TIMMY NG
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Every time the national pandemic response 
posture changed, the CMSes had to 
make sense of the constantly evolving 
management measures and adapt 
accordingly. Rachel recalled that with the 
sudden tightening of measures during 
the Circuit Breaker period, 3 “external 
speakers could no longer enter the school 
premises for the safety of the students”. 
This resulted in the various modes in which 
chapel services were conducted, from 
rudimentary short videos recorded via their 
personal mobile phones during the Circuit 
Breaker Period, to the broadcasting of live 
chapel services from an auditorium to the 
classrooms when measures were more 
relaxed. 

Recalling the evolution of the chapel 
services as well as the morning devotions 
throughout the various phases of the 
pandemic last year, Rachel shares:

We started off simply – with basic recordings on 
our handphones. When we got into the momentum 
of crafting out weekly messages [and morning 
devotions], we eventually shifted from recording 
the messages on our handphones or computers, to 
recording in our school’s media studio (which was a 
room that was monochromatically-treated,equipped 
with a video camera and a teleprompter), where 
external speakers were eventually invited to come 
and record their messages when the measures 
relaxed. 

Ms Annalisa Daniel, a CMS in ACJC, 
recounted the contemplation of various 
platforms available to ensure the 
continuation of chapel during the pandemic. 
She expressed her gratitude to God for 
the grace upon her and her colleague to 
learn the new skills required to record and 
edit videos, the ability to record worship 
when the restrictions eased, as well as the 
support from the various speakers who 
complied with the safe measures and made 
the extra effort to record the messages at 
home during the Circuit Breaker period. 
Rachel added her appreciation for the 

Audio-Visual staff who stayed back after 
school hours to record a “song bank” 
which could be added to the chapel videos. 
Mr Timmy Ng, a CMS in ACS(I), recounts 
a similar development, where once large 
group gatherings that used to characterise 
chapel services were now replaced with 
“in-class worship and chapel messages 
over live-stream platforms”. 

Opportunities for More Intimate and More 
Frequent Engagements 
As the idiom goes, every dark cloud has a 
silver lining, and indeed this is so for the 
restrictions arising from the COVID-19 
as well. One positive outcome from this 
development was the more intimate 
setting in which the chapel services as 
well as other activities were screened in, 
which facilitated opportunities for deeper 
conversations.

The weekly Boarding School Chapel in 
ASC(I) – Koinonia – had to be conducted 
in their respective Halls (rather than 
gathering as the whole Boarding School 
family). This allowed deeper conversations 
and a less threatening environment during 
which the students could ask questions and 
share openly. 

Additionally, the prevalent restrictions 
forced the Christian Fellowship in ACS(I) to 
meet in smaller groups for worship, Bible 
studies, and prayer. The smaller groups 
made it less threatening for newcomers to 
join, and the utilisation of teleconferencing 
platforms made those meetings far more 
accessible by removing the barriers of time, 
distance, and lethargy.

Similarly Rachel shared that the 
circumstantially-enforced acquisition of 
teleconferencing skillsets by students 
and teachers provided CMSes with an 
additional tool in their arsenal to check in 
with students more frequently, giving them 
an unprecedented level of interaction with  
those they were counselling or discipling. 
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Creativity in the Face of Challenges
Beyond the regular events in school, the 
CMSes had to think of creative ways to 
conduct special events in school, such as 
the Religious Emphasis Week (REW), and 
Christmas events.

Timmy shared that the annual AC Night of 
Worship event (ACNOW) was live-streamed 
into homes, which gave students the 
opportunity to participate with their family 
members. Additionally, being an online 
event uploaded on social media platforms 
had the advantage of giving people the 
opportunity to participate even after 
the event. This resulted in more people 
viewing the event than previous year. To 
facilitate engagement with the participants, 
the event was followed by virtual prayer 
rooms manned by chaplains, CMSes, and 
parent volunteers, which again increased 
accessibility to the Gospel. 

To increase engagement with the students, 
Annalisa and her colleague also used 
Instagram to share snippets of the chapel 
messages and testimonies.

Rachel facilitated a hybrid Christmas 
service, which included lighting a virtual 
Christmas tree andthe Principal’s address  
over Zoom, augmented by live segments, 
namely Kahoot games and Christmas 
crafts facilitated students within the class 
itself. 

Conclusion
The pandemic has brought lots of 
challenges and disruption, but also lots of 
opportunities. Timmy reflects that:

“God has turned some things around and we 
are witnessing it as it happens. The saints are 
encouraged to think creatively on how to continue 
ministry over online platforms without losing the 
personal touch and to collaborate more with others. 
As a result, more Christian content are being 
created daily and are being made available online 
as the saints become even more well equipped, 
skilled and experienced and connected to use the 
previously unfamiliar options. We praise God that 
even with the difficulties and complexities, the 
Christian Ministry in ACS(I) continues to equip 
the saints, build them up and encourage more to 
take action in good works.”

Agreeing, Rachel says that:

“Even though COVID-19 has brought a lot of 
changes in the way we do ministry, it also made us 
adaptable and creative, reminding us that God’s 
ministry is not bounded – whether by the way 
things used to run, or even by this pandemic, but 
His Kingdom continues to extend in ways never 
before imagined.”

May God continue to use our CMSes to 
touch lives and expand the Kingdom of God 
through our school ministry, despite the 
circumstances and situations. Amen.

Endnotes
1 William Henry Meredith, The Real John Wesley (New York: Jennings and Pye; Eaton and Mains, 1903), 111–112.
2 Theodore R. Doraisamy, Forever Beginning : One Hundred Years of Methodism in Singapore (Singapore: Methodist Church 
in Singapore, 1985), 9.
3 As part of the national pandemic response measure, Singapore imposed a 2 month “Circuit Breaker Period” where 
residents (with the exception of those on ‘essential duties’) were put on stay-at-home order and allowed to leave their home 
only for essential purposes and exercise. This took place from 7 April 2020 to 1 June 2020.
4 This monochromatic-green treatment allows the substitution of background, with more familiar places such as the school
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BY MS RITA LEE, MS NATALIE CHUA, AND REV DAVID HO SH

Class, not race nor religion, is potentially 
Singapore's most divisive fault line.  

That’s what the findings from a local 
survey conducted in 2018 reveal.1  There is 
already anecdotal evidence of class-based 
discrimination. CNA reported a security 
guard working in a condominium saying: 
“Sometimes, even when the barrier isn’t 
open properly, they’d start shouting at us. 
They’d say ‘useless security’ and ‘stupid 
security’ and things like that.”2   

The Covid-19 pandemic threatens to 
exacerbate the fault-lines in Singapore 
society between the haves and the have-
nots. What might be the church’s role and 
response be?  May I suggest that we look 
no further than our Methodist heritage?3

John Wesley summarised the Methodist 
mission as spreading “scriptural holiness” 
over the land.4    Wesley strongly believed 
that the pursuit of “holiness of heart and 
life” and “perfect love” is not only a matter 
of personal piety but must also lead to 

“works of mercy” amongst the last, the 
least, and the lost in society.5  
 
Wesley followed Christ’s example 
and made the poor an integral part of 
his ministry, to whom he could show 
affection and stand in solidarity with.  
Some of Wesley’s important deeds in 
the face of social inequality included 
“teaching, feeding, and clothing poor 
children; furnishing gainful employment 
to the jobless; giving loans to struggling 
entrepreneurs; visiting the sick and the 
prisoners; providing food, money, clothing 
shelter, books, medicine, and other 
essentials to the needy.”6 
 
The Wesleyan scholar, Richard 
Heitzenrater maintains that the deeds 
Wesley performed were uncharacteristic 
for an individual of such distinction and 
background.  Wesley’s interest in social 
works was not normal for an Oxford don 
who was educated at one of the best Oxford 
colleges and was from a background of 
scholarly parents.7

Healing
Society’s Fault
Lines through
Works of Mercy
Rita and Natalie have been serving seniors 
living in 1-room HDB flats for over a 
decade. Mr Tan, one of the seniors who has since accepted

Christ.
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Wesley Befrienders to Older Persons 
(WBOP)

This article examines the ministries of two 
Methodists who serve amongst the seniors 
living in 1-room HDB flats.  Rita and Natalie 
from Wesley Methodist Church (WMC) have 
served for over a decade in WBOP (a sub-
ministry in WMC’s Christian Outreach and 
Social Concerns Ministry).

Rita serves the seniors at the Indus Road 
area

over their younger days.  I can tell that some 
of them are very lonely and yearn for our 
friendship, as they look disappointed when we 
leave.

During the “Circuit Breaker” last year, Rita 
and the WBOP team arranged for groceries to 
be delivered to the seniors and made regular 
calls to check on them.  In recent months, 
Rita has been helping the seniors to make 
their appointments for vaccinations; and has 
even brought at least two of them down to the 
vaccination centres at their request.

Through her experiences, Rita has learnt 
that regular and authentic interactions are 
the answer to bridging social differences and 
breaking down the walls of suspicion: 

I recall one senior was rather reserved initially.  
When we observed that she was not managing her 
medicine intake well, we bought 2 pill boxes and 
organized her medicine for her.  We offered to take 
her to the polyclinic for her regular consultations, 
but she declined.  After six months of regular visits, 
she gradually opened-up to us and shared that her 
children were not visiting her.  She asked whether 
we could accompany her to the polyclinic.  

Initially, whenever we left her flat, her neighbour 
would stand at his door but would not say much 
other than a brief “hello”.   Over the years, he has 
since followed his Christian neighbour to church, 
and has accepted Christ.  He now welcomes us to 
his home warmly.  He also felt comfortable enough 
to contact me to ask if I could bring him for his 
vaccination, which of course I was happy to do so.

Rita no longer views the seniors as beneficiaries 
or clients; she counts them as friends who are 
close to her heart.  Likewise, the seniors of 
the Indus Road community view Rita and the 
WBOP team as “people from the church” who 
graciously journey with them in their years of 
frailty and illness.
  

Mdm Ng was happy to see Rita when she
delivered groceries to her.

Inspired by the servant-heart of Jesus, Rita 
joined WBOP when she returned in 2008 from 
a 7 year overseas work assignment with an 
international bank.

Together with a small team of befrienders, Rita 
has been reaching out to over 20 seniors living 
in the 1-room flats at Indus Road.  Apart from 
coordinating and delivering weekly meals on 
Sundays, Rita also makes weekly visits to them. 

Rita shares how she engages the seniors:
Sometimes we take them to the polyclinic or 
specialist clinics at Singapore General Hospital. 
Other times we help them with reading their 
mail, usually government letters, as many of 
them are illiterate. Mainly we would just spend 
time chatting with them and reminiscing 
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Natalie serves the seniors at the Jalan 
Berseh area

Natalie is a young adult who has been 
delivering meals on Sunday to over 20 seniors 
since she was a youth.

Natalie shares her journey below: 

I first started volunteering as a befriender because 
my father volunteered and brought me along as a 
little girl. I remember packing bags of groceries that 
I struggled to lift and sweating though the heat. 
Yet oddly more than anything, I remember being 
strangely filled with joy... 

While the groceries and meals that we distribute 
may be a small blessing to the seniors, we try to 
give more than just food—we also want to share 
love, care, and extend friendship.  As seniors who 
live alone, they appreciate the friendships and 
conversations during our visits. 

One elderly uncle often asked us: “I am so well taken 
care of by the church and volunteers. I sometimes 
wonder, what have I done to deserve all this?”  
Honestly, I did not know how to respond except 
to smile.  One day, the uncle came back with an 
answer.  He had asked a pastor about it, and the 
pastor said to him “God gives us things that we did 
not earn or deserve… Well, that is what grace is!" 

When we heard this, we were very touched and 
"mind-blown!" We realised that these simple 
little deeds of service may in fact be God’s grace to 
someone.

Endnotes
1 Paulo, Derrick A and Low, Minmin, “Class – not race nor religion – is potentially Singapore's most divisive fault line.” 
CNA, 1 Oct 2018,  www.channelnewsasia.com/news/cnainsider/regardless-class-race-religion-survey-singapore-income-
divide-10774682.
2 Ibid.
3 "The Methodist Social Principles,” which may be found in “The Book of Discipline of the Methodist Church in Singapore,” 
summarises the basis for social concern in our Methodist heritage and theology. 
4 "Large" Minutes.
5 "Randy Maddox, “Visit the Poor: John Wesley, the Poor, and the Sanctification of Believers” in The Poor and the People 
Called Methodists. ed., Richard Heitzenrater, 59-81. (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 2002), 66.
6 "Richard P. Heitzenrater, “The Imiatio Christi and the Great Commandment: Virtue and Obligation in Wesley’s Ministry with 
the Poor” in The Portion of the Poor. ed., Douglas Meeks (Nashville, Tennessee: Kingswood, 1994), 49.
7 Ibid.

"It is more blessed to give than to receive" (Acts 
20:35).  In my years of volunteering, I truly and 
deeply experienced this—God constantly fills me 
with deep joy and strength as I serve, and I draw 
closer to Him and depend on Him (e.g. learning 
what to say to start conversations, finding strength 
on a tiring day, loving and caring for the elderly 
etc).

Through their “works of mercy,” Rita and 
Natalie not only “glorify our Father in Heaven” 
(Matthew 5:16), but also contribute to the 
healing of fault lines in Singapore society.  
Their ministry vividly reflects our Wesleyan 
concern for personal as well as social holiness. 

Natalie, with a senior who inspired her with her 
creativity and passion for life.
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These days, such headlines are regularly 
seen in mainstream news media. 
Covid-19 has brought mental health 
into the forefront of the Singaporean 
consciousness. Ground-up initiatives have 
been launched, professional counselling 
and therapeutic services have been 
engaged, governmental resources have 
been deployed – all to meet this challenge. 

Amidst all this attention, all this resourcing, 
all this mobilisation – how can Singaporean 
churches participate? Is there something 
distinctive that churches can bring? 

I suggest that churches can uniquely 
contribute to mental health in our 
community and society, in at least two 
ways.

First, churches provide distinctive spiritual 
perspectives on mental health. These 
perspectives, grounded in the realities of 
Scripture, are not often heard in public 
discourse. When there is so much diverse 
information (and perhaps misinformation) 
available ‘out there’, doesn’t God’s flock 
need a solid grounding in a Biblical 
worldview all the more?

What’s more, forming our congregations in 
such scriptural perspectives has more than 
just an individual benefit. As church-goers 
inevitably get drawn into the many mental 
health conversations now taking place 
in our society, wouldn’t a firm Scriptural 
grounding then allow them to add a fresh 
and positive perspective?

MENTAL HEALTH 
AND THE CONTRIBUTION OF THE 
CHURCH

“THE RISE OF MENTAL 
HEALTH AWARENESS – AND 
THE STIGMA THAT REMAINS 
ATTACHED TO CERTAIN 
CONDITIONS”
(CNA, 5 JUNE 2021)

“MENTAL HEALTH FALLOUT: HOW COVID-19 
HAS AFFECTED THOSE IN SINGAPORE” 
(STRAITS TIMES, 9 MAY 2020)

“23,000 PEOPLE 
CALLED 
NATIONAL CARE 
HOTLINE WITH 
ISSUES SUCH AS 
MENTAL HEALTH, 
MARRIAGE, FAMILY: 
DESMOND LEE”
(TODAY, 8 JULY 
2020)

“COVID-19 IMPACT 
ON MENTAL 
HEALTH MUST 
BE MANAGED, AS 
MORE PEOPLE 
FACE STRESS AND 
DISRUPTION:
PM LEE”
(CNA, 11 OCT 2020)

“BUDGET DEBATE: COVID-19 
MENTAL HEALTH TASK FORCE 
TO LOOK INTO POST-PANDEMIC 
NEEDS, DEVELOP NATIONAL 
STRATEGY”
(STRAITS TIMES, 5 MARCH 2021)
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Some truths that form part of a well-
grounded Biblical worldview include:

• Mental health does matter, not because 
it’s a topic in vogue, but because each 
person is of utmost value, made in the very 
image of God (Gen 2-3). God is redeeming 
not just our spiritual souls, but also our 
physical bodies (Rom 8:23).

• Mental illness, while prevalent, is not 
God’s will. Like other sicknesses, mental 
illness is not part of God’s plan for his 
good creation but are a consequence of 
humanity’s Fall. As there is no guaranteed, 
direct, one-to-one correlation between an 
individual’s sin and an individual’s sickness 
(John 9:1-4), we should not too quickly 
assume that people with mental illness are 
being punished or judged by God.

• There is a legitimate place for lament, 
for expressing our sorrows and pain before 
God. Since the Bible models this for us in 
the lament psalms (Ps 13, 22, 39, 74, 88), 
it is by no means a lack of faith to tell God 
that we are hurting or in pain. 

• God is giving abundant life through 
Jesus Christ (John 10:10). God may use 
professionals to bring a medical cure, 
God may grant a supernatural cure, and 
in God’s new creation, all will be cured. 
God has worked and is at work, and this is 
cause for genuine hope.

• Persons facing mental health challenges 
are still crucial members of the community 
(1 Cor 12:12-26). They are certainly not 
weak or useless and can in fact contribute 
to the community by ministering to 
others as, to borrow from Henri Nouwen, 
‘wounded healers’ (2 Cor 1:3-7).

These are truths that are not typically 
mentioned in the avalanche of public 
discourse. Our congregations may not 

even be aware of these Biblical realities. 
Anecdotally, a sizeable proportion of 
church-goers have never heard mental 
health issues addressed from the pulpit.

Don’t churches therefore have a distinctive 
role in preaching and teaching these 
truths, whether from the pulpit, in small 
group discussions, in Bible study groups, 
in Sunday School classes, or even through 
book recommendations? Is this not 
teaching that forms Christians, and makes 
a wider impact in the community?

The second distinctive contribution of 
churches to mental health is in modelling 
mutual collaborative care.

This too is grounded in Scripture. Since 
we know that it is God who cures, our 
congregation can care for one another in 
the present, even while we await a cure. 
Since we are all one Body, the congregation 
can care for one another by mutually 
drawing on each other’s special gifts and 
talents, knowing that giving care is not 
solely the job of the professionals or the 
pastors.

This means, for instance, that churches 
have an opportunity to train our 
congregations to mutually care for another. 
This is not professional counselling 
training, but basic attitudes and tools for 
care. Our flock needs to know: 

• What are helpful things to say or do, and 
what are not as helpful? 

• What are some stigmas about mental 
illness that are more harmful than helpful? 

• What are care-filled ways to respond 
when a small group member receives a 
mental health diagnosis? 

•How to support caregivers of persons with 
mental health conditions? 
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Churches might also collaborate with other 
organisations that provide training in first 
aid for mental health. This would help our 
congregation observe early signs of mental 
distress (which are not always obvious), 
provide immediate short-term support, and 
know how and when to refer to pastors or 
other care professionals. Wouldn’t this be 
a beautiful picture of the one Body of Christ 
at work, caring for each other? Wouldn’t 
this be a wonderful witness to a world that 
is increasingly attuned to the challenges of 
mental health?

Singapore is and will continue to be 
on heightened alert to mental health 
concerns. In such a time as this, the 
Church can make distinctive contributions 
– as it provides distinctive spiritual 
perspectives through preaching and 
teaching, and as it models mutual 
collaborative care amongst its members.  

At Barker Road Methodist Church, we’ve 
tried to do some of these in recent months. 

• Over four weeks in April-May 2021, 
during our sermon series on Emotional 
Well-being, various pastors spoke from the 
pulpit on topics as true human well-being, 
sharing and caring in community, and the 
role of lament. 

• The congregation also heard the 
struggles and victories of others in their 
midst, through the airing of anonymised 
pre-recorded testimonies during the 
worship services. 

• All this was complemented by small 
group discussion guides, written by 
pastoral staff who are themselves also 
qualified counsellors. 

• As a further supplement, our Discipleship 
and Nurture team organised a pair of 
online seminars by a well-known Christian 
psychiatrist who has published books on 
faith and mental health. 
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• Several individuals even offered to start a 
small group to support caregivers of those 
with mental illness.
 
•20 staff members were sent for training in 
psychological first aid. 

These are but illustrations. Many other 
churches have had similar initiatives, which 
is a positive development. May it be that in 
upcoming months and years, the important 
contributions that churches make toward 
mental health will be seen throughout our 
nation and our society.



26 HAPPENINGS: TRACKERS - FROM PROGRAMME TO LIFE

Every year, youth between the ages of 17 and 25 
from various Methodist churches come together 
to embark on a 3-month discipleship journey. 
This year, 23 youth representing 10 different 
Methodist churches, embarked on this journey 
of faith. They were accompanied by a team of 8 
mentors, comprising staff of Truthmin, pastors, 
and youth workers. 

Trackers is a discipleship programme where 
participants, fondly known as Trackers, are 
given the opportunity to dive deeper into God’s 
word. From understanding the reliability of the 
Bible to church history; from having spiritual 
conversations to scriptural and pastoral 
perspectives on contemporary issues such as 
creation care and LGBTQ matters, Trackers are 
exposed to different aspects of the Christian 
faith. 

But it’s not just lectures and classes. The 
Trackers discipleship experience also includes 
being part of a community of faith that 
encourages and holds one another accountable, 
as well as an outreach phase.

While previous cohorts of Trackers had the 
opportunity to go on an overseas outreach, the 
restrictions on travel this year meant that only 
local outreach was feasible. With the mindset 
that our mission as Christ’s disciples begins 
where we are, the Trackers served with Willing 
Hearts (both the organisation and attitude), 
as well as organisations such as FaithActs, 
Sembawang Family Service Centre, Methodist 
Welfare Services and YWAM. 

The Trackers were challenged in many ways - 
physically, mentally, and even linguistically as 

This year’s Trackers Graduation Service, with appropriate social 
distancing measures, was held at Aldersgate Methodist Church. A 
team comprising Trackers cohort of 2021 led in a time of worship, 
while TRAC President Rev Stanley Chua gave an exhortation. 

BY REV ALLAN LEE
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they served and ministered to people from all 
walks of life, including children, and elderly who 
spoke mainly Mandarin or dialects. But through 
it all, one thing was clear: God was the one 
empowering their service, enabling them to love 
those they served. 

Interestingly, the climax for this year’s Trackers 
came with the silent retreat. There, Trackers 
put what they had learned about contemplation 
into practice by spending three days in silence, 
contemplation and prayer. 
 
Trackers is often introduced as a discipleship 
programme. But perhaps, that might be a 
misnomer. After all, programmes, for the 
most parts, tend to be one-off events while 
discipleship is a life-long process (some say it is 
a lifestyle!).

At its core, Trackers is a journey of faith. One 
that seeks to impact the lives of each and every 
Tracker so deeply that their understanding of 
God and of themselves are changed. It is with 
this in mind that an integral part of Trackers 
involves bringing every Tracker to understand 
our Heavenly Father's love for them through 
encounters with the Lord that often remain 
etched in our hearts for years to come. 

Trackers alumna Samantha Lim (Trackers 2010 
cohort) shared that one of the most relevant 
takeaway from her Trackers experience is: 
“learning about the Father heart of God…Trackers laid 
that important foundational principle – that God wants 
to speak to me; am I listening? Ever since then, it’s been 
an ongoing journey, but the practice of actively listening 
for His voice and guidance remains key in my life today.”

Rachel Koh (Trackers 2019 cohort) also shares 
a similar takeaway, sharing that Trackers has 
helped her to anchor her identity in God. She 
adds, “as there is a tendency for a lot of strife and 
comparison with others in my current season in life. 
Trackers also helped me to put on a lens to see the world 
as how God would, and helped to soften my heart for 
the people around me, which is especially relevant in my 
current studies and future profession.”

 But the impact of Trackers goes beyond 
helping Trackers understand God’s love and 
their identity in Christ. A perennial lesson that 
every Trackers mentor seeks to impart is for 
every Tracker to see themselves in God’s plan 
regardless of the season they may be in.

This is what Florence Tang (Trackers 2010 
cohort) testifies to: “My Trackers experience solidified 
my faith. It taught me to see the world as my mission 
field and all of life as service to God. In my current 
season, I am repeatedly reminded of how my work is also 
my mission field. I am called to this position in such a 
time as this for such a time as this.” 

Perhaps no truer words can be said about its 
impact and value than that from Sarah Tan 
(Trackers 2017 cohort): “The God I encountered 
daily during the 3-month ‘bubble’ of Trackers, is still 
very much the same God that walks with me today. 
While that safe ‘bubble’ might have burst, and the ways 
of this world are becoming increasingly salient and hard 
to ignore, where life is no longer about getting good 
grades or getting into this or that school, I am still on a 
journey of faith.” 

Trackers from Team GSUS leading some elderlies in 
morning exercise.



28 WONDER IN A COVID-19 WORLD

BY REV BENJAMIN FONG

Having started in the year 2000, the 
organising committee for the Young 
Methodist Leaders Conference looked 
forward to planning a special 20th 
anniversary edition of the conference for 
the June of 2020, a YMLC that revisited 
its original roots. Anybody who has lived 
through this tumultuous time would 
recognise the tragic irony of that statement. 

With large-scale gatherings of any sort 
prohibited through much of 2020, much 

less travel overseas, the YMLC went on a 
year’s hiatus for the first time in its history. 
Undaunted, the committee resolved to run 
the conference in the June of 2021. Amidst 
the prevailing measures of Phase 3 of the 
reopening, a plan was put in place for an 
in-person conference, and it appeared 
as though we were back on track. But a 
new cluster of infections emerged in May 
2021, and Phase 2 (Heightened Alert) came 
knocking six weeks before the conference 
was scheduled. The conference had to 
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pivot to an online programme, another 
unintended (and unwelcome?) first for the 
YMLC. 

Our experiences are surely not unique 
(church camp committees across the island 
can attest), but it perfectly illustrates how 
humans can plan our steps, but ultimately 
it is God who directs us. Planning the 
conference amidst a pandemic has forced 
the committee to wrestle with hard 
questions about what the non-negotiables 
and distinctives of the YMLC are. Is it the 
food and supper fellowships? Is it the 
gathering overseas? Is it the encountering 
of God in a worshipful atmosphere of 
unity? Our soul searching led us to two 
distinctives that we felt were crucial to the 
YMLC brand: 1) the intentional mentoring 
within mentor groups, and 2) responding to 
the presence of God.

These two distinctives served to crystallise 
many of the decisions that were being 
made, and to a large extent shaped the 
conference and its programme. Because 
mentor groups were non-negotiables, 
time and virtual space had to be carved out 
for sharing and fellowship within smaller 
groups (over the years we have found 8 
person groups to be the optimum group 
size for participation and energy), so that 
approximately half the conference was 
spent within mentor groups rather than as 
a large plenary. The decision to keep the 
conference spread over three days, albeit 
without a night programme, rather than to 
squeeze everything within two days, was 
also to allow the group dynamics sufficient 
time to grow. 

The second distinction of immersing 
delegates in the presence of God 
necessitated avenues for God to speak 
through his Word and prayer. The plenaries 
were crafted with this in mind, with 
speakers invited to draw the delegates into 
that conversation with God, and with each 
plenary followed by a time of individual 
prayer ministry with a pastor. 

This year’s Conference centred around 
the Wesleyan doctrine of Holy Love – the 
love of God that perfects us and enables 
us to love the world. This two-fold step of 
experiencing the perfecting grace of God 
and then enacting it in our community 
was reflected in the plenary sessions. 
Explorations into the Wesleyan doctrine 
and cultivation of Christian perfection, 
which served as the foundation for 
exploring the difference Christians are 
called to make in the world. Three young 
panelists were invited to share how they 
enacted holy love in the context of societal 
issues with whatever God had already 
given them. Guest facilitators were also 
invited to help the delegates dream and 
ignite conversations that opened minds to 
the realm of possibilities available to the 



Church in enacting the Kingdom of God. 
One consistent fruit of the YMLC has been 
the discernment of the call into full-time 
ministry, and this served as part of the 
broader call to live lives surrendered 
to God’s holy love. To help delegates 
understand the nature of full-time ministry, 
breakout rooms were created and themed 
based on different aspects of ministry, 
and delegates were encouraged to wander 
these rooms and ask the questions they’ve 
always wanted to ask about full-time 
ministry.

Not being able to meet in person gave 
the YMLC a noticeably visible drop in 
terms of the energy of the conference, 
and the team serving on the livestream 
had to adapt to ministering over a camera 
than to a live congregation. The ideation 
seminar pushed the online collaboration 
tool to its limits, and not a few delegates 
experienced technical issues participating 
in the creative process. It remained an 

intriguing exercise in controlled chaos, and 
some good conversations arose, technical 
limitations notwithstanding.

Despite the limitations of being conducted 
entirely online, God was still ministering 
to the delegates, and more time than 
expected was spent in prayer throughout 
the conference. Anecdotal feedback from 
the delegates has been encouraging, and 
I pray that the delegates will return to 
ministry in their respective local churches 
with a renewed sense of God’s purposes for 
this world he loves. 

The 20th iteration of the YMLC has been 
a unique experience in ways we never 
imagined, and God fulfilled our desire to 
return to our original roots – just not in 
the way we expected it. God willing, and 
if the Lord tarries, YMLC 2022 will be an 
in-person conference drawing on new 
technologies and processes that we picked 
up in 2021. Watch this space. 
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BY REV DR. CHIANG MING SHUN

Each issue we invite a contributor to 
pen a reflection on one of John Wesley’s 
Standard Sermons. These sermons are 
freely available online. This issue we look 
at Sermon 4: Scriptural Christianity. The 
text of this sermon can be found at
https://www.whdl.org/scriptural-
christianity-sermon-4.

On my birthday a few weeks ago, someone 
came up to me and called me “a f***ing pastor” 
in front of my wife and then threatened to burn 
my house down.

Earlier, several people I vaguely know were 
embroiled in an altercation and I had stepped in 
to try to calm them down. The most aggressive 
person (“A”) was not wearing a face-mask. That 
was not the first time I had seen A without a 
mask; I asked A several times to put on a mask, 
but A refused. So I took a photograph and said 
that as there was now photographic evidence 
of a violation, A should really put on a mask. 
A waved me off and continued the argument 
with the others. Since I did not want to be near 
A squabbling loudly without a mask, I moved 
away.

When the main argument was over, A came 
looking for me, insulting and threatening me. 
I was also called a “nasty pastor”, someone who 
did not “deserve to be a pastor”, and a “coward”. 
This time I recorded a 7-minute video, and two 
of my friends came over as witnesses. In front 
of the camera and witnesses, A calmed down 
but said that she1 would talk to “Stanley” and 
“Gordon”, a reference to TRAC President and 
our Bishop respectively. That night, A called 

my ministerial colleague to confirm my name 
and place of work. I told my colleague that if A 
apologised, that would be the end of the matter. 
Instead, A went to my office the next afternoon 
and spoke to staff there, threatening to hire a 
good lawyer to create trouble if I made a police 
report.

I made a police report the day after that.

The sad thing, of course, is that A knew that 
I am a pastor in the Methodist Church, and 
who my Bishop and Conference President are, 
because A is most likely a Christian, or had 
been in the past.

I say “most likely” because what kind of a 
Christian calls a pastor “a f***ing pastor” and 
threatens to burn down his house? What kind 
of Christian acts like A?

There were many such ‘Christians’ in John 
Wesley’s day. Both John Wesley and his father, 
Samuel Wesley, were Anglican priests who were 
furiously attacked, verbally and physically. Their 
house was even burned down, with young John 
barely escaping the burning building with his 
life.

No wonder then that John Wesley would 
preach about ‘Scriptural Christianity’. Originally 
preached at the Oxford University Church of 
St Mary the Virgin on 24 August, 1744, the 
sermon is preserved as Sermon 4 in Wesley’s 
collection of Standard Sermons.2

In this sermon, Wesley wondered, “Are we 
considered as a community of men [and 

Reflections on 
“Scriptural Christianity”

REFLECTIONS ON “SCRIPTURAL CHRISTIANITY” 31



women], so "filled with the Holy Ghost," as to 
enjoy in our hearts, and show forth in our lives, 
the genuine fruits of that Spirit?”

Wesley did not think so. Instead, Wesley 
lamented to his audience of university 
undergraduates that, “so many of you are a 
generation of triflers; triflers with God, with 
one another, and with your own souls. For, how 
few of you spend, from one week to another, a 
single hour in private prayer!”

I fear that we may be in that same situation 
today, with many people in church that do not 
exhibit the Fruit of the Spirit, who are triflers 
with God. Perhaps I am even one of these, for 
when I thought to myself, “How dare someone 
use vulgarities on me!” I forgot Jesus’ words that 
we will have tribulation in this world, and that 
the world will hate us because we were chosen 
out of the world. I am one to whose heart 
Wesley speaks when he preached, “"love is not 
puffed up" (1 Cor. 13:4). It abases to the dust 
every soul wherein it dwells. Accordingly, he 
was lowly of heart…” I should be more “lowly 
of heart” and not expect to be honoured. I, 
too, need to be continually filled with the Holy 
Spirit.

Wesley stressed that the Holy Spirit was given 
to all Christians to give us “the mind which 
was in Christ” and to fill us with "love, joy, 
peace, long-suffering, gentleness, goodness" 
(Gal. 5:22-24); to endue [us] with faith…with 
meekness and temperance; to enable [us] to 
crucify the flesh, with its affections and lusts, 
its passions and desires; and in consequence 
of that inward change, to fulfil all outward 
righteousness; to "walk as Christ also walked," 
in "the work of faith, in the patience of hope, 
the labour of love" (1 Thess. 1:3).”

The people so filled with the Spirit that they 
walked in this manner were those Wesley 
thought would fill the world with Scriptural 
Christianity.

My dear friend and university mate Dr Javier 
Garcia was such a Christian. It was always a 
joy to talk to Javier who radiated God’s love 
and grace. I never heard him swear or even say 
anything nasty about someone else. I never saw 
him show anger. He was a rugged man but he 
was gentle in spirit and speech.

A week before my writing this, Javier died in 
an accident. Remembering him, his colleague 
and friend wrote of Javier, “His smile could 
turn your day around…He told stories, listened, 
laughed. He agonized about serious issues, and 
cared deeply for his students and their work. 
… As a Christian and brother in faith, Javier 
offered grace, prayer, and love to those around 
him.”

I thank God for Javier and his example of 
Scriptural Christianity. I pray that we may 
all be such Christians, that “no unkind word 
can ever be heard among them, no strife of 
tongues, no contention of any kind, no railing 
or evil-speaking, but that everyone "opens his 
mouth with wisdom, and in his tongue there 
is the law of kindness." Equally incapable are 
they of fraud or guile: their love is without 
dissimulation: Their words are always the just 
expression of their thoughts, opening a window 
into their breast, that whosoever desires may 
look into their hearts, and see that only love and 
God are there.”

Endnotes
1 To maintain anonymity, A may or may not have been female.
2 All quotations are from the sermon, taken from the website of the Wesley Center Online of the Northwest Nazarene 
University, marked “Copyright 1999 by the Wesley Center for Applied Theology. Text may be freely used for personal or 
scholarly purposes or mirrored on other web sites, provided this notice is left intact.”
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