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In January 2020, the FES Communications 
Team planned to publish two issues of Perspective 
for 2020. It was also intended for these two 
issues to be a little more journal-like, with 
contributions focused on two topics: Leadership 
and Witnessing. The team also decided that 
Impetus will be a monthly e-update on our 
ministries, and our Instagram as the channel to 
see what the CFs do on the ground. That was 
before Covid-19 and the Circuit Breaker. Now 
that it has happened and we find ourselves in the 
middle of a crisis, plans have changed, but not 
too much. If anything, this pandemic has helped 
to narrow the focus of this topic on leadership. 
As much as there is concern over leadership 
during this time of crisis and leaders to bring 
us through it, there should also be concern over 
how leadership will look like post-crisis and in 
the context of the new normal. That has led to 
the critical concern of this issue and its title – 
Leadership After.

So we begin this issue of looking ahead with the 
article “Leadership in the Post-Covid-19 Era” 
which maps the terrain of leadership post-crisis 
in the areas of trustworthiness, surveillance, 
and conviviality.

We then consider how the cherished FES ethos 
of student leadership and initiative helps to give 
our student leaders more resolve to face the is-
sues of the post-crisis environment today in 
“Student Leadership – Then, Now, and After.”

This is followed by a student leader’s reflec-
tion, “On Leading a Hurt Generation,” which 
highlights some of his experiences of leading a 
generation of students who feel increasingly 
hurt, particularly by church experiences.

On the topic of church, “Does the Future have 
a Church” offers thoughts on how churches and 
organisations can be more future-ready and 
future-faithful no matter how this pandemic 
progresses.

In the midst of this pessimistic environment of 
the pandemic, “Socks, Soap, and Space” is an 
encouragement to celebrate good policies for 
those most affected by the pandemic, as well as 
to celebrate disruptions and detours of our best 
laid plans.

Finally, “What about the Rest?” is a short re-
flection on the privilege of rest and how rest is 
accessible and available to some, but not to all.

I hope you may find these articles helpful, par-
ticularly in offering glimpses of hope that there 
is still a future for students, leaders, churches, 
and ministries. And that there is still much 
work which can be done for the Lord. •

JEREMIAH GOH  
Head of Communications

Editorial



4 Perspective July 2020

Leadership in the Post-Covid-19 Era: 

Trust, Surveillance,
and Conviviality

Many argue that Covid-19 exposes humanity at numerous 
fronts. Its implications will continue beyond the pandemic pe-
riod. Continued multi-dimensional crises may occur, includ-
ing a leadership crisis. This writing is an attempt to map the 
terrain of leadership in the post-Covid-19 era, looking at the 
following three features: trust, surveillance, and conviviality. 

TRUST
The Covid-19 pandemic has challenged many whether to 
trust public health experts1, politicians2, and one another3. 
In fact, some argue how social trust can play a vital role in 
mitigating the pandemic situation4. It is apt for Noah Yuval 
Harari to say that:

Today humanity faces an acute crisis not only due to the coro-
navirus, but also due to the lack of trust between humans. 
To defeat an epidemic, people need to trust scientific experts, 
citizens need to trust public authorities, and countries need 
to trust each another.5

BY LISMAN KOMALADI
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In other words, though the Covid-19 pandemic 
may eventually run its course, but if the crisis of 
trust is not addressed, it will linger. 

Almost all things in our life involve trust. When 
we drive down an intersection, we trust the traf-
fic lights to function properly. When we buy 
groceries at the supermarket, we trust that the 
place has been properly disinfected. We trust that 
town councils and our representatives in the par-
liament will carry out the tasks they are supposed 
to perform. 

For the most part, however, we trust differ-
ent people, to different degrees, to do different 
things. Therefore, in an interpersonal trust (or 
distrust), the key question is whom we can trust 
and how to work out who is trustworthy. I adopt 
the understanding of trust, as Katherine Haw-
ley suggests, in terms of commitment: “when we 
trust people, we rely upon them to meet their 
commitments.”6 

In other words, being trustworthy is first, a mat-
ter of fulfilling our commitments (or what is ex-
pected of us by the people who trust us). Howev-
er, it is not enough to trust people merely based 
on their commitments. We are also required to 
trust in both their competence and intentions. 
Leaders can commit to bring down the Covid-19 
cases, but if we know that they do not have the 
relevant technical expertise about the pandemic 
or they are dishonest or insincere, they would not 
be deemed trustworthy.

In a similar echo, trusting in the Lord is 
described as covenantal and trustworthy in the 
Bible. However, when referring to trusting hu-
man beings, the term “trust” often carries a more 
negative connotation.7 Probably, many authors 
of the Bible reckon that humans, as they are en-
countered in the biblical accounts, are not natu-
rally to be trusted and are also wary when they 
put their trust in other humans. Interestingly, 
instead of the exhortation to trust one another, 
what is more often given to the people of God is 
the virtuous command “to love your neighbour.”
In other words, we are to love one another by 

acting justly towards them, not just because 
they deserve our trust, but rather because God, 
who is loving and trustworthy, demands us to 
imitate him and extend his trustworthiness to 
one another.   

Therefore, in the terrain of post-Covid-19 lead-
ership, where people have suffered many broken 
promises and unfulfilled commitments from 
their leaders prior to or during the pandemic, one 
initial feature is a refocus on being a trustworthy 
leader. This basically means to love and act justly 
towards all as a testimony of God’s unquestion-
able trustworthiness. 

SURVEILLANCE 
Harari also comments that during the Covid-19 
crisis some countries have been talking about 
whether to implement mass surveillance,8 in 
which the government monitors people and pun-
ish those who break the rules.9 While the intent 
of these various surveillance apps is noble, there 
are nuances we need to be careful about. 

David Lyon in his book Surveillance after 
Snowden, defines surveillance as “collecting 
information in order to manage or control.”10 
Surveillance has been arguably in practice for 
centuries,11 however, it attained a new height 
of notoriety after revelations made by Edward 
Snowden broke in major global newspapers in 
June 2013, which informed us how pervasive the 
United States National Security Agency has con-
ducted their global mass surveillance.12 
 
Remarkably, surveillance is also not uncommon 
in the Bible. In the Old Testament, for example, 
God instructed Moses and Joshua to send spies 
to Canaan (Num. 13:1–20, Josh. 2). The process 
of surveillance was also carried out in more sub-
tle ways through censuses (i.e. census of all the 
foreigners instructed by King Solomon, 2 Chron. 
2:17), in crime control (appointing watchman 
in Ezek. 33, sentinels posting in Isa. 62:6), and 
monitoring of religious compliance (like the 
story of Daniel and his friends closely observed 
by the Babylonian officials). Similarly, in the 
New Testament the Pharisees were reported of 
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putting Jesus and his disciples under their surveil-
lance (i.e. when eating with sinners, Mark 2:16; 
healing people on the Sabbath, Luke 6:10). The 
abovementioned allusions are forms of horizontal 
surveillance (between or among people, though 
possibly with different status of authority). 

Another form exclusively mentioned in the Bible 
is vertical or divine surveillance (God is watching 
over human beings). Some obvious examples are 
Solomon’s Temple dedicatory prayer asking God 
for his eyes to be “open night and day towards 
this house” (1 Kings 8:28), David’s prayer before 
the inescapable God (Ps. 139), and Jesus’ assur-
ance that our Father knows what we need before 
we ask him (Matt. 6:8).13 

Therefore, to critically examine contemporary 
surveillance in the post-Covid-19 era through a 
biblical lens, we need to see how contemporary 
surveillance has possibly crossed beyond horizon-
tal surveillance and tried to be compatible with 
divine surveillance. In other words, has contem-
porary surveillance attempted to act as God and 
acquire God-like capacities: all-knowing and 
all-present? This is indeed a caution for contem-
porary surveillance not to aspire to foreclose on 
what only God can know. 

However, it does not mean that we should inhibit 
the good usage of public health surveillance for 
contact tracing purposes. Instead, in responding 
to the above harrowing reality of contemporary 
surveillance as the people of God, we should in-
cisively include the question “Am I my brother’s 
keeper?” (Gen. 4:9) to it. Instead of living in iso-
lation from or having suspicion towards one an-
other, we should learn to discover one another’s 
gifts and encourage one another to contribute the 
efficacy of our different gifts uniquely and in the 
right way. John Howard Yoder suggests this as 
“the surveillance of the total community.”14 

In other words, the second feature in the 
terrain of post-Covid-19 leadership is a need to 
institute, borrowing Yoder’s phrase, surveillance 
of the total community – watching and being 
watched, as part of the work of knowing God 
and building one another up based on one an-
other’s gifts. It is leading a community that exists 
not only to prevent the bad but also to do good. 
We should not merely try to make ourselves as 
safe as possible at the expense of the freedom 
of  those who are considered as risky persons or 
suspected groups. It is meant for the good of all 
in which human dignity and respectful dialogue 
take place. 
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Instead of living in isolation from or having suspicion towards 
one another, we should learn to discover one another’s gifts and 
encourage one another to contribute the efficacy of our different 
gifts uniquely and in the right way. John Howard Yoder suggests 
this as “the surveillance of the total community.”

CONVIVIALITY
In the post-Covid-19 world, we will likely 
be living in a world of increasing polarising 
differences15 and without the Other16. Christian 
responses towards these two phenomena are 
instituting Christian hospitality to welcome the 
differences, and practising “double vision.”17 Let 
me first discuss these two responses briefly. 

In his book, New Testament Hospitality, John 
Koenig asserts:

Philoxenia, the term used for hospitality in the 
New Testament, refers literally not to a love of 
strangers per se but to a delight in the whole 
guest-host relationship. For believers, this 
delight is fueled by the expectations that God 
or Christ or the Holy Spirit will play a role 
in every hospitable transaction (Heb. 13:2; 
Rom. 1:11–12).18

Therefore, Christian hospitality is beyond mere-
ly inviting friends over for dinner or welcoming 
newcomers after church service. Instead, it is a 
hospitality that sees the struggle for justice as an 
integral part of welcoming the stranger. Russell 
describes it succinctly as follows:

Just hospitality is the practice of God’s welcome 
by reaching out across difference to participate 
in God’s actions of bringing justice and heal-
ing in our world of crisis and our fear of the 
ones we call “other.” Such hospitality is not the 
answer to difference, but it is a challenge to 
us, pointing us to a future that God intends 
where riotous difference is welcomed! 19

Subsequently, upon welcoming the differences, 
Miroslav Volf proposes the practice of “double 
vision,” so we can learn to see “from here” (from 
our perspectives) and “from there” (from the per-
spective of others). In doing so, we step outside 
ourselves, move into the world of the Other, and 
then eventually take the Other into our own 
world.20 The latter then would develop a willing-
ness in us to embrace the Other. 

Nevertheless, in recent decades, the concept of 
hospitality has become more problematic. First, 
hospitality involves an assumption that the 
stranger is just visiting. What if the stranger is 
here to stay and becomes a co-resident? Second, 
when eventually we do not set any conditions for 
the strangers and let them live their own life as 
they want to, is hospitality still relevant? I do not 
mean that we should stop showing hospitality, 
but we must find a more robust and relevant way, 
knowing that the diversities are there to stay. 

In addition to that, while the above arguments 
by Volf are persuasive at the level of Christian 
theological-ethical reflection, they leave many 
questions open at a practical level. First, it is not 
clear how to bring about the double vision in the 
everyday actions of people. Second, the bigger 
question is how the above will to embrace can be 
initiated and advanced outside of a ‘community 
of embrace.’ In other words, is this ‘community 
of embrace’ necessarily a conducive environment 
for diverse Others to embrace back?

In 1985 a German missiologist, Theo Sundermeir 
developed the concept of conviviality, using the 
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German word konvivenz. He defines convivi-
ality as “a community of learning, mutual sup-
port, and celebration.”21 Paulo Freire uses the 
Portuguese word, convivencia (a joint or shared 
life) in his famous Pedagogy of the Oppressed. In 
the book he argues that when the oppressed 
realises the extent of their oppression, the op-
pressed will commit themselves to the trans-
forming action through forming a communal 
interaction of people living together (convivi-
ality), including with the oppressors.22 

I believe that the notion of conviviality gives 
a better account for Christian leadership in 
the post-Covid-19 era. While Volf ’s embrace 
of the Other and double vision are respectful 
ideas, they still come from the epistemolo-
gies that continue to presume different iden-
tities to be both ontologically authentic and 
culturally separate. On the contrary, conviv-
iality treats identity difference as “political-
ly unremarkable and insignificant.”23 It does 
not mean that we posit a condition with-
out differences, but conviviality facilitates 
practices by which differences are made com-
monplace without a need to have unique rec-
ognition or politics of integration. Sivamohan 
Valluvan succinctly summarises that:

The objective [of conviviality] is not to supplant existing identities of 
ethnic and racial differences with superseding identities of common 
national affiliation or to engender more congenial manifestations of 
minority difference. Instead, the aim is to blind the very gaze which 
looks to study differences as worthy of normative evaluation. 

The objective [of conviviality] is not to supplant 
existing identities of ethnic and racial differ-
ences with superseding identities of common 
national affiliation or to engender more con-
genial manifestations of minority difference. 
Instead, the aim is to blind the very gaze which 
looks to study differences as worthy of norma-
tive evaluation.24

In other words, conviviality puts a stop to domi-
nant epistemologies that subject minorities to an 
evaluation based on their universal categories of 
thought. Instead, in a diverse community, all resi-
dents must learn how to live together, not negating 
or subjugating differences, but normalising them. 

EPILOGUE
In conclusion, in the terrain of post-Covid-19 
leadership, three features are prominent: empha-
sis on trustworthiness, surveillance of the total 
community, and cultivation of conviviality. This 
article still lacks real-life examples and practices 
pertaining to those features. Hence, it is now up 
to us, to either demonstrate them as unattainable, 
or make the features come to life with heartfelt 
stories and experiences of leading people in the 
post-Covid-19 era, from where they are to where 
God wants them to be. •
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In 1986, the International Fellowship of Evan-
gelical Students (IFES) in its journal, IFES 
Review, published Pete Lowman’s article titled 
“Student Leadership – Then and Now.” His ar-
ticle reviewed one of the defining ethos of IFES 
student ministry – its belief in student leadership 
and initiative. I believe it is timely to review his 
insights into student leadership and consider how 
this cherished ethos of IFES student ministries 
can help give student leaders more resolve to face 
the issues of the post-crisis environment today.

Lowman’s main thrust in his article was the ne-
cessity to develop student leaders through active 
discipleship and responsibility. He understands 
the IFES vision to be “for student leaders who 
will learn their trade as leaders of the fellowship, 
and who will then go out to serve the church 

around the world.”1 The spirit behind this vision 
is the belief that students will be responsible to 
be witnesses of Christ wherever they find them-
selves to be, first on campus and later on in so-
ciety. This spirit is inculcated through ownership 
and responsibility over the matters of the student 
fellowship, and its working philosophy is best 
understood in contrast to having professionals or 
specialists to lead the fellowship. While special-
ists, staff workers in our case, might do a bet-
ter job in the short-term, it will eventually lead 
to students not feeling that it is their movement 
anymore. Once the specialist leaves, the ministry 
often leaves with him or her. This has far-reach-
ing implications for graduate support as well. 
We see this tendency in older movements where 
there is a felt need to focus on administration and 
standardisation rather than seeking new avenues 

BY JEREMIAH GOH

Student Leadership 
Then, Now, and After
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of ministry in the ever-evolving environment of 
the campus. This tendency often leads to insti-
tutionalisation. FES Singapore, being 60 years 
since joining IFES in 1959, is one of the oldest 
movements in the fellowship. And the concern 
for such mature movements is its development 
into monuments.

The contrast between a student movement and 
monument should be familiar. It is often men-
tioned during student leadership trainings. 
But it is used to refer to obsolete strategies and 
programmes as sacred cows which are no longer 
effective to appeal to the current generation. In-
stead, every generation of leaders needs to read 
the sign of their times and plan accordingly. 
Lowman, however, refers to ministries as mon-
uments when specialists take over the leadership 
of a movement from students. He emphatically 
states that IFES student ministry is a movement 
of students and not a mission of outsiders min-
istering to students.2 This statement is essential-
ly reiterated today as the basis of our priority to 
engage the campus. As Vinoth Ramachandra, 
the IFES Secretary for Dialogue and Social 
Engagement, puts it, student ministry is, “not a 
ministry to students, but a ministry by Christian 
students (undergraduate and postgraduate), 
as well as lecturers and administrators, to the 

Student ministry is, “not a ministry to 
students, but a ministry by Christian students 
(undergraduate and postgraduate), as well 
as lecturers and administrators, to the 
university as a whole…. The point to grasp 
is that students in many parts of the world 
are involved in social transformation as 
students, and not only after they’ve graduated; 
therefore, a university mission cannot isolate 
itself from the tensions and upheavals of the 
wider society in which it is embedded”

university as a whole…. The point to grasp is 
that students in many parts of the world are 
involved in social transformation as students, 
and not only after they’ve graduated; therefore, 
a university mission cannot isolate itself from the 
tensions and upheavals of the wider society in 
which it is embedded.”3

The implication of being a movement of students 
is that leadership should be indigenous as far as 
possible. Leaders should arise from the ranks of 
students themselves in the belief that students 
minister to their peers most effectively. The ex-
perience of student ministry is that generations 
change quickly. Even final year students com-
ment on their inability to understand the junior 
students. Language and lingo change as quickly 
as fashions and technologies. Yet in the larger 
context, they will still be more effective in un-
derstanding and reaching out to those close to 
their age group rather than those who are years 
apart. Because this generation of students have 
spent their formative years going through the 
same experiences together, they will under-
stand the present concerns of their generation 
the best. This applies not only to their time in 
school but even future concerns which arise after 
graduation. The social, political, economic, and 
technological influences of this generation will 
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likely continue to affect this generation uniquely 
as they age. For example, this Covid-19 pandem-
ic has affected the job availability of this gener-
ation differently from last year. Potential shifts 
in education policies because of this pandemic 
will affect new students of this generation dif-
ferently from before. Every generation faces its 
unique set of issues. Who will be in the best po-
sition to reach out to these people then? I believe 
that student leaders who have struggled through 
this during their time in the fellowships will 
go back to the church much better equipped to 
face their own peers now and later on. This is 
the approach of being generation-savvy. And the 
church and society will ultimately benefit from 
this – student leaders who take seriously the 
profile of their own generation, and who have 
struggled and grappled with their own genera-
tional characteristics.

However, the benefits of this peer ministry bring 
along their own blindspots. Henri Nouwen in-
sightfully observes that the modern generation 
spends their most formative years in educational 
institutes competing with their peers and isolat-
ed from intergenerational contexts.4 Stoneking 
adds that modern society falsely prizes only the 
old who manages to keep up with the contem-
porary youthful stereotypes.5 Our interdenomi-
national distinctive helps to keep us in dialogue 
with people from other traditions, but what 
about people from different generations? The 
myopia here is that approaches and solutions 
formed during student ministry might be effec-
tive only for the same generation within a closed 
community and context. How will students, who 
have only learned to deal with the issues of their 
peers, lead the older and younger generations? 
The difficulty that senior students share about 
communicating with their juniors highlights the 
problem of communicating across generations. It 
is much more comfortable to remain in our gen-
erational echo chambers than to make the effort 
to understand others across generations and to be 
understood using their language and lingo.6 Can 
our CFs be a platform to foster intergenerational 
conversations so as to escape from the myopia of 
our echo chambers?

The CF as a society must 
grow to have a vulnerable 
disposition to risk-taking 
and mistake-making and so 
lead the vulnerable society of 
the future to be more loving, 
forgiving, and restorative.

In the face of such a blindspot, student leader-
ship is a risky venture. Yet, while Lowman ac-
knowledges that student leadership remains a 
risky business, he maintains that risk-taking may 
be the only way to real growth.7 If so, then such 
a risky environment is a fitting one to develop 
a future leadership amidst the uncertain climate 
which we find ourselves in today. Furthermore, 
this risk of student responsibility is something 
which needs to be intentionally developed. Be-
cause if students are not given responsibility for 
the ministry directly before God, we will not de-
velop students who can carry responsibilities lat-
er. This is a model which is adapted from Paul’s 
missionary methodology of planting churches 
with local leaders as documented in Acts. We get 
a glimpse of this model in 1 Timothy 3 and Ti-
tus 1:5 when Paul instructs his young leaders to 
appoint elders and deacons from within the com-
munity rather than importing seniors and elders 
straight from Jerusalem instead. This is the mod-
el of incarnational and indigenous leadership.

What I believe to naturally come along with 
risk-taking is mistake-making. And rather than 
downplay the risks, there is a need for a health-
ier perspective towards the making of mistakes 
instead. Whereas secular societies might deal 
with mistakes with shame and potential eternal 
ruin, it should not be so for Christian communi-
ties. The Christian narrative is built upon people 
who have failed but brought to repentance and 
received forgiveness of God on account of his 
grace. This is the foundation to Christian com-
munities being forgiving communities because of 
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the experience of being forgiven. The Christian 
way of life therefore practises and values repen-
tance and forgiveness and through that leads to 
justice and love, reparation and restoration. It is 
these values of repentance and forgiveness which 
should form the basis of an alternative society 
which has a more transformative view of mis-
takes than others. As this pandemic has taught 
us, life and humans are simply not predictable 
and controllable. We should learn to deal with 
the variables and construct possibilities instead 
of aiming for pre-determined outcomes. That is 
the sign of the future leader. Furthermore, a his-
torical survey of our own fellowships will often 
reveal mistakes which individuals, committees, 
and a whole community would have made. This 
is not with the intention of airing dirty laundry 
or of fault-finding, but a humbling, illuminating, 
and transformative journey. We should be dar-
ing enough to learn from our mistakes and to 
share more stories of failures and successes. For 
it is story and narrative, particularly the biblical 
story, which is best able to form character, be-
cause it engages and educates “the full panoply 
of our moral capacities – imagination, affection, 
emotions, as well as the intellect.… necessary to 
bring ethical theory and reasoning to the end-
point of committed action.”8 Such vulnerable 
stories make us human to one another and make 
us realise that we are not gods. The CF as a so-
ciety must grow to have a vulnerable disposition 
to risk-taking and mistake-making and so lead 
the vulnerable society of the future to be more 
loving, forgiving, and restorative.

After 60 years of FES student ministry in Sin-
gapore, the spirit of student leadership is still 
very much cherished. Without a doubt, FES has 
also tided through numerous other crisis and un-
certainties besides the one we face today. I have 
argued that the indigenous, peer-driven, and 

risk-taking model of student leadership contin-
ues to sustain us through even times such as this. 
There are blindspots to mitigate in the short-
term, and the need to create a more vulnerable 
view towards mistake-making, but the long-term 
benefits of student leadership and initiative is 
to develop students who will be responsible for 
God’s ministry and be responsive to any situa-
tion which may happen, crisis or not. As more 
societies are driven to find their confidence in 
protective and domineering leadership, may we 
continue to find our courage from a vulnerable 
God who has shown what it takes to love, for-
give, and restore. •



A student leader in the CF wears many hats. A 
counsellor, a Bible study teacher, an administra-
tor, a friend. Our student-led distinctive encour-
ages us to take on these different roles. Granted, 
these roles are taken on mostly with varying 
degrees of success, but what is key is to learn 
through experience. However sometimes, cer-
tain roles do not quite seem to mesh. These roles 
can become a great source of anxiety and dis-
couragement to student leaders. In my personal 
observation from interactions with the leaders, 
one area seems to be rising in prominence. 

The Barna Group’s research on the state of 
Christianity for those in the 19 to 29 years age 
group found that among those who identified 
themselves as Christians, 68% did not regular-
ly attend church (at least once a month). In his 
book, You Lost Me,1 David Kinnaman, director 
of research for the Barna Group notes that many 
still love Jesus and his teachings, but have felt let 
down by the church, or the community and as 
such, have chosen to leave. The specific reasons 
can vary. Common ones include disagreement 
on their church’s stances on certain social is-
sues, to sentiments that the church community 
is not loving and inclusive. Ultimately, the view 
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that they hold is that they have been hurt by 
the church. This may not be a particularly new 
trend as many of the epistles discussed problems 
within the early church. However, the research 
conducted by Barna noted that unlike previous 
generations, those who leave the church now, 
are likely not to return. 

In Singapore, we seem to be observing a similar 
trend particularly in a number of the CFs. Many 
new members of the CF are not new believers, 
but rather Christians who have had a difficult 
experience in church, with their Christian fam-
ily, or previous Christian community. These 
students still long for a Christian community 
but carry with them some sensitivities regarding 
re-entering it. The CF seems best suited to min-
ster to these individuals. In a survey conduct-
ed by FES last year, students describe the CF 
as “home, a shelter, a safe place and family.” In 
the survey it was also noted that students would 
rather turn to their peers in time of trouble, 
rather than relying on the church. It is a great 
thing that CFs have positioned themselves in 
a way to meet this growing need. During this 
time of a global pandemic, as church atten-
dance grows inconsistent, the CF may be one of 
the ways to still minister to this demographic. 
However, there are some challenges to take note 
of, particularly regarding the different roles the 
student leaders take. Here I outline how student 
leaders need to take on the role of a peer coun-
sellor, a teacher, and an advocate when leading 
what has been labelled a hurt generation.

Acknowledging the feelings 
of hurt and being let down is 
more important than trying 
to resolve the feelings

A PEER COUNSELLOR
When a student first re-enters a Christian commu-
nity, it can be immensely encouraging as it shows 
a desire to be part of that community. However, 
this does not mean the hurt they have felt has 
been healed. Their previous experiences can still 
act as a roadblock, preventing them from moving 
on in their spiritual journey. In this pseudo-ther-
apeutic relationship that is established, student 
leaders acting as counsellors need to be cautious 
of transference and countertransference that may 
occur.2 Transference in this context can be when 
the thoughts and feelings from another situation 
are directed at you. Countertransference occurs 
when we direct our thoughts and feelings onto 
the individual. Student leaders in the CF may be 
seen as ambassadors of the church to returning 
Christians who have been hurt by their church. 
In this case, the student leader may be associated 
with the hurts that returning Christians have felt 
in their churches. At the same time student lead-
ers are peers, having likely experienced the same 
hurt. This can lead to the student leader having 
this sentiment that since they have dealt with or 
endured this hurt, so why should it be an issue for 
someone else. However, student leaders holding 
such a sentiment will not be helpful to those who 
have been hurt and are still experiencing it. In 
many cases, simply acknowledging the feelings 
of hurt and being let down is more important 
than trying to resolve the feelings. Typically, in 
a counselling relationship, a counsellor will need 
to acknowledge the experience of the individual, 
so that they feel heard. However, this must be 
done with caution so that the acknowledgement 
is not construed as complete approval. Walking 
this line is the first act of balance student leaders 
need to be conscious about. 

The goal may be forgiveness and a complete rec-
onciliation with the church. Indeed, a key dis-
tinctive of FES is also to be church-oriented. 
However, forgiveness is a difficult process to 
carry out. Research in psychotherapy indicates 
that rushing the process of forgiveness can lead 
to a whiplash effect and produce more negative 
sentiments than previously held.3 Instead, it may 
be helpful to focus on the reason why they have 
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chosen to return instead, bringing the narrative 
back to Jesus. As Jesus outlined in the Lord’s 
Prayer, our capacity to forgive comes from un-
derstanding how we have first been forgiven. 
The road to reach this destination may not be 
straightforward, but we have been given the 
signposts on how to get there through Scripture. 
Thus, acting as a teacher of Scripture becomes a 
key role in leading here.

TEACHER
Individuals who are returning may have been 
Christian in name for several years, but given 
their stage of re-entering the faith, they can be 
said to still be at a relatively early stage of Chris-
tian maturity. In Hebrews 6, the author calls for 
the Jewish Christians to move on to spiritual 
maturity. While doing so, he outlines the ele-
mentary teachings a Christian should know first. 
While the list may not be exhaustive, it does in-
dicate a certain progression in the faith. There 
seems to be two major ways I have observed 
CFs conduct this. The first is to have “beginner 
friendly” sessions that walk through the basic 
tenets of faith in a more instructional manner. 
These sessions tend to be more directive and with 
the intention that members will eventually move 
on to the standardised curriculum later on. Note 
that these “beginner friendly” sessions need to be 
distinguished from those which are focused on 
the basics of the Christian faith for new believers 
who have no prior knowledge at all. Returning 
Christians may have a sense of familiarity with 
doctrinal teachings but have not processed or 
experienced them on a more intimate level. This 
may lead to a superficial attention during these 
teachings due to the impression that they have 

The unique aspect about Christian ministry 
is the willingness to leave the 99 sheep to 
find the one lost sheep. 

nothing more to learn. This is where the second 
way may be useful, that is to incorporate these 
lessons within the curriculum designed for the 
greater body. This would allow for individuals in 
different phases of their Christian walk to share 
their experiences with each other, allowing them 
to challenge and to learn from the communi-
ty at large. That has always been a strength of 
the CF, especially with its interdenominational 
nature. However, this may also slow down the 
curriculum and may not challenge everyone to 
grow. As in most situations, the solution may be 
a balance of both approaches, keeping in mind 
the bandwidth and time frame unique to each 
CF. In these moments I am reminded of Dr Tan 
Lai Yong’s message at the FES National Stu-
dent Council seminar in 2019 where “ministry 
is about creating space.” The unique aspect about 
Christian ministry is the willingness to leave 
the 99 sheep to find the one lost sheep. To really 
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fulfil this vision, student leaders would need to 
explore flexible and creative solutions. It may also 
be helpful to work together with other campus 
ministries to brainstorm and share solutions.

ADVOCATE
The earlier roles focused mainly on the student 
leader’s interaction with the student body, but 
another important role to remember is the duty 
of representation. I am often struck by Moses’ 
leadership in the Bible. Moses walked closely 
with God and enacted his will onto the Israelites, 
but Moses also acted as the representative of the 
people to God, pleading with him on the people’s 
behalf. A common understanding of leadership is 
of visionary leadership. The capacity to envision 
the destination that the ministry should move to-
wards and challenge the members to head there. 
At the same time a leader has an obligation to 
their flock, to care for them and advocate for 
them. This is the last role I would like to talk 
about and probably the least defined one in the 
context of our ministry. We know that being hurt 
by others in our Christian walk is unsurprising, 
due to the brokenness in each of us, even as we 
strive to follow our perfect Lord. However, that 
is not to discourage us from endeavouring on this 
pursuit but should galvanise us to know that we 
have a role to play. As leaders close to the ground, 
we have an appreciation of the direct impact and 
implications of decisions made from those higher 
in the hierarchies. The Bible has been clear to us 
on the attitude we should hold while we confront 
issues. Matthew 7:3-5, for example, instructs us 
to make sure that the log in our eye is out be-
fore being concerned with the speck in that of 
another. That is to say that we should focus our 
efforts internally first to make sure that we are 
addressing hurtful issues in our own ministries. 
We should not seek reform based solely on per-
sonal and individual thoughts, but gain agree-

ment with other ‘witnesses’, or fellow leaders in 
this case (John 8:17, 2 Cor. 13:1, Deut. 19:15). 
A unified voice holds greater weight, and we are 
fortunate here in Singapore that we have oppor-
tunities to gather together as one. The challenge 
moving forward is about making sure that this 
voice is constructive and purposeful, and that we 
have meaningful platforms to discuss issues that 
may come up.

Leadership is never run on autopilot. We can and 
should plan our organisations to be able to run 
smoothly and autonomously as it should never be 
reliant on any one individual. However, that is 
done so that leaders can be more hands-on with 
dealing with nuanced issues such as this, and 
which require reflexivity. The different roles of a 
student leader does not operate separately, but in 
fact feed each other. Acting as a peer counsellor 
and teacher to the students puts us in a position 
of credibility as an advocate to church leaders. 
Likewise acting as an advocate demonstrates to 
the students that their concerns are truly heard, 
and that they are cared for. •
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in the Christian Fellowship there and was its chairperson in 2018/2019. Ronak is currently pursuing an honours 
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Does the Future
have a Church?

A leadership 
exercise for those 
who know Who 
holds tomorrow

The title of this article is taken from a song album released in 2003 – I listened to it time and time again as a young adult. Terry Virgo and others 
have written books and articles with the same name. Seems to be a perennial theme for the 21st Century.

BY NG ZHI-WEN 
(co-written with Kevin Ng Tze Yao and Christina Chew and with inputs from EeLing Ng and Han-Teck Goh)

Of Issachar, men who had understanding of the times, to know what Israel ought to do …
– 1 Chronicles 12:32, ESV

PANDEMIC AND PANDEMONIUM
It’s Christmas 2020. Efforts to find a 

vaccine remain futile. The virus continues 
to wreak havoc worldwide, with widespread 
new waves of outbreak. Global recession sets 
in, impacting many livelihoods across the 
board. All industries dependent on physical 
interactions find themselves on an extinction 
trajectory – they get drastically scaled down or 
attempt to shift to virtual platforms if possible. 
Governments struggle to contain the impact 
and maintain a war-time posture – with little 
bandwidth to think of anything else. There are 
signs of global famine, as major food shortages 
afflict various nations.
 
At the national level, fears of virus commu-
nity spread remain very real. Singapore faces 
an unemployment rate worse than the 1998 
recession. Experts project prolonged sluggish 
economic activity.
 
Human physical gatherings are limited to a 
small group size. There are no more live major 
conferences or large church gatherings. Work 
from home is the new normal. Virtual com-
munications become the norm. Travel is only 
permitted for essential business.

CONSIDER THREE SCENARIOS1: 
P, Q AND R QUASI-RECOVERY AND QUANDARY

It’s Christmas 2020. The world has been 
partially successful in containing the virus 
– it’s neither here nor there. Some countries 
have effectively eliminated the epidemic, but 
remain on heightened alert. Other countries 
or regions – especially those with weak health 
care systems – continue to suffer the effects of 
the pandemic. These countries or regions are 
for the most part ‘quarantined’ from the rest 
of the world – and yet they are also in great 
need. People from the afflicted communities 
are subjected to discrimination in other places.
 
The countries that have contained the virus are 
moving cautiously to revive their economies, 
and increase trade and travel with other ‘recov-
ered’ countries. But everything is done with an 
abundance of caution, as new outbreaks here 
and there force nations to think twice about 
accelerating recovery efforts.
 
At the national level, Singapore is fortunate to 
be among the ‘recovered’ countries. But many 
surrounding countries are still struggling to 
contain the virus. What’s more, the recession 
has come, and many are unemployed or have 
suffered substantial income reduction. Travel 
is severely curtailed and only permitted to 
specific countries where the virus is contained.
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RESET AND RENEWAL
It is Christmas 2020. A vaccine has been 

found with active steps being taken to provide 
wide-spread immunisation. Humanity experi-
ences renewed optimism and confidence. The 
much-feared prolonged recession turns out to 
have a manageable impact so far, and there are 
already some signs of recovery. Governments 
quickly move to restore ‘normalcy’ with limited 
restrictions in place.
 
At the national level, the virus is eliminated or 
else contained within the community. Some 
people have lost their jobs or have suffered in-
come reduction, but the fallout is lower than 
feared. The government is carefully steering 
the nation through the crisis, and public trust 
in the government is high. People may travel 
freely, subject to some restrictions. Companies 
and families make long-term plans – for con-
ferences, investments, and travel.
 
Society is actively discussing and re-envisioning 
the future look of the nation. “Never again” is 
the vow. Not least on the agenda is the structure 
of society and the employment and welfare of 
migrant workers. Furthermore, there is much 
impetus to work towards a more sustainable 
economy, and redress some of the deleterious 
effects of industry on the environment.
 

We don’t yet know which scenario will pan out. 
But it is probable that the less optimistic scenari-
os will become reality.
 
Across all scenarios, there is no “going back to 
normal”. A yearning to revert to “the way things 
were” pre-Covid-19 will render us unable to re-
spond to the long-term changes in the way so-
ciety will function. We’d be playing catch-up, 
which means that our ability to provide pastoral 
care and to disciple our members will be seriously 
hampered. Our ability to engage the world for 
the kingdom will also be diminished. We must 
not keep our heads in the sand.
 
OK, SO WHAT DO WE DO NOW?
 
We hope you are not looking to us to give 
answers. You’d be looking to the wrong people. 
However, we can offer some thoughts on how 
your church or organisation can be more future-
ready and future-faithful.
 
By ready, we don’t mean having an answer to 
everything like a troubleshooting manual or ex-
amination marking key. Rather it’s about having 
a community that is resilient against challenges 
and having the capacity to adapt to changes.
 
By faithful, we don’t just mean that the church 
maintains a confident belief that God will see 
her through. Rather it’s about maintaining the 
character of a church that is devoted to Christ and 
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is true to that character in word and deed, that is, 
reflecting her Lord even when the circumstances 
have become different and harder. 

What’s it going to take? There are people in the 
church who are skilled in doing ‘scenario plan-
ning’, and we’d be happy to recommend them. For 
now, may we suggest four lines of action:
 
1. BUILD CAPACITY
To be future-ready and future-faithful involves 
building the capacity to think and plan long-term. 
Thinking and making big changes while running 
ongoing ministry activities is like trying to up-
grade your car while driving it. Experts on cri-
sis leadership speak of the need to “pause, assess, 
anticipate and then act.”2 You just can’t do them 
well if you are mired in current crisis fire-fight-
ing mode. There will be pastoral cases to respond 
to, meetings to conduct, sermons to write (and 
to video), acts of service to organise, and all the 
prayer time that goes with that. But you’ve got to 
schedule time to reflect on and plan for the future.
 
An organisational leader typically has a plan-
ning horizon that stretches into the months and 
years. The same goes for a community leader. If 
this means dropping some of the stuff that you’re 
already doing, let it be so. You may need to get 
others to share your burdens, settle more of your 
admin work, or to bounce ideas off with. But for 
the sake of the call and of the community, make 
that space.
 
And while you’re at it, make space for others to 
also think further down the road.
 
2. CREATE CONVERSATIONS
Your team may be looking to you to give direc-
tions and to make decisions. But you’re going to 
need them all to be aligned in spirit and purpose 
– and that doesn’t happen by edict.
 
The church thrives on the collective wisdom of all 
its members, and we are assured that the Spirit 
gives insight generously. For that to happen, your 
team must talk and listen to one another. So many 
problems and issues can be resolved when people 

just pick up the phone and talk. Yes, even in a 
high-tech world, you’ve got to talk.
 
It takes deliberate practice to create conversations 
that allow for a divergence of opinion where oth-
ers are free to speak up and offer their thoughts; 
subsequently, to steer the conversation towards 
convergence, which is a collective decision on the 
way forward. It may seem frustrating to not get 
the answers straightaway, but trust the process.
 
Here are some possible conversation topics rele-
vant to Covid-19:
 
a. Consider the three scenarios P, Q and R. What 

may each of these mean for our church or or-
ganisation? What needs to be done differently? 
What are the main opportunities for witness?

b. How is this crisis going to be a challenge for our 
people ? How might it be a blessing? How have 
we been listening to them all? Have any groups 
been left out?

c. For the foreseeable future, “where” will be the 
primary place for discipling people? “Who” are 
involved? And how may we re-direct our re-
sources for this task?

d. What’s stopping us from harnessing digital 
technology for discipleship and missions? What 
can we do about it? What’s the consequence of 
us not embracing digital tech? What must we 
be careful not to lose if we were to do so?

e. What shall we do with our rituals and sacra-
ments (baptism, communion, marriage, funer-
als)? What faithful forms may they take? What 
other regular practices now need to be more in-
vested with spiritual significance and, with the 
presence of Christ?

f. What’s the future of global missions work? 
What doors have had to close for us? What new 
doors have been opened, where God is at work?

May we add that honest conversations are found-
ed on strong relationships with trust.
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3. CO-CREATE, NOT REMAKE
Share ideas and collaborate with other ministries 
and local churches. God has placed similar ideas 
in many hearts across his church, and all seek his 
kingdom. Share them – freely and without re-
straint, reach across the traditional boundaries, 
reach out to join arms with the wider church to 
show God’s love to all. Let us then collaborate 
not compete, consolidate not duplicate, multiply 
rather than divide. Together, we can be one body 
with Christ as the Head.
 
4. MAINTAIN YOUR AIM
The circumstances are going to keep changing, 
few things will pan out as planned. But always 
be clear about your mission and your purpose, 
which is the fullness of the calling that God has 
for his church.
 
We have good news of a kingdom that is not of 
this world. We have good news of a Lord who 
has conquered sin and death, who stands above 
any government or philosophy or human solu-
tion, who is the way the truth and the life. We 
also have a cross-shaped weight of glory to bear 
– the special means by which we would testify to 
our Lord and Saviour.
 
And each of us has a unique role, a vocation to 
fulfill – our special marching orders. For a local 
church – it could well be the neighbourhood that 
your church premises are in, and where most of 
your members live.
 
Those steeped in organisational development will 
recognise all this as relating to mission, vision 
and values. This can be refracted through the lens 
of Scripture to simply refer to the character and 
commission of the kingdom of God.
And here’s the secret and the promise – the clear-
er you are about it, the easier it will be to discern 
what is to be done and to make decisions, even 
when the situation is unclear. It may even set 
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you up for substantial adaptation – who says that 
church has to always be ‘structured in this way’? 
Whatever it takes to fulfill the call …
 
Even though this is the last point, you can see 
that it’s actually of first importance. We reckon 
that one must devote lots of time in prayer and 
the Word to maintain such clarity. It’s the key to 
everything else.

The motto of Singapore Youth for Christ is to be 
“Geared to the times, anchored to the Rock”.3

 
We pray that will describe the church come 
Christmas 2020. We may then find that this 
overturning of “normal” will reveal fresh potent 
ways of revealing God’s way of redemption and 
transformation. •
 

NG ZHI-WEN worships at Zion Bishan Bible Presbyterian Church and has been seconded to SCGM where he 
serves as a project coordinator.
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ocks, 
oap, & 
pace
Our Coming Journey 
In Servant Leadership

My family and I lived and worked in Yunnan, in 
southwest China, in the 1990s. Roads were not 
very well built then. In the mountainous areas, 
poverty was still common. Sanitation standards 
were low.

We had to take long overnight bus rides to reach 
remote villages and small towns to visit our vil-
lage doctors and friends. This means spending 12 
to 18 hours packed into a bus with 50 other pas-
sengers. Many passengers were humble farm folk 
who did not have the luxury of taking a shower 
or changing into a fresh set of clean clothes be-
fore the ride. 

Bluntly speaking, the air in the bus is smelly.

A city person like me can afford a hotel room 
with hot showers while waiting for the bus. Some 
villagers, who travel on a tight budget, may actu-
ally spend the day and night at the bus station, 
using up precious cash reserves meant for medi-
cal bills, children’s boarding school fees and food 
items. They ride the same bus but we smell very 
different. One can complain or grumble. Perhaps 

go for an upgrade by hiring one of those newer 
cars that will give you a private ride but at ten 
times the cost.

GIVE SOCKS
A seasoned traveller told me that he usually buys 
an extra pair of socks when he goes on these long 
rides. If the person next to or behind him has 
smelly socks, he befriends him and gives him a 
new pair on the condition that he removes the 
old pair.

That is charity.

GIVE SOAP
One cold wintry evening, I was on a bus and 
mentally preparing myself for the 14-hour ride. I 
sent a phone text message to my wife saying that 
the bus was extremely smelly. My wife knew that 
if I say it is smelly – it really is – as I have a high 
degree of tolerance. I told her that I was going to 
take some medicine that would make me drowsy 
and hopefully fall asleep.

But we were saved!

BY TAN LAI YONG

S
Visiting Lisu families in remote areas
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One hour into the drive, deep in winter darkness, 
the bus stopped in the middle of nowhere. The 
driver’s wife walked down the aisle with a frown 
on her stern face. She pointed at several men and 
told them to go into the river (apparently, we had 
stopped by a small river) to take a bath! She had 
a bag of detergent soap powder in her hand and 
she fisted some to each of the men with the grim 
warning, “Go bathe in the river and don’t come 
up till you are clean.” 

To others, she fisted the detergent to them and 
instructed them to go wash their feet. I was re-
lieved, kept my dignity, when she walked by me 
after giving me a thorough eyeballing.

That is cleaning-up.

GIVE SPACE
On another trip, I thought we were lost. The driv-
er was taking a strange route, gunning the power-
ful engine to thrust the bus over unpaved muddy 
roads and up rather steep slopes. At about 2.00 
a.m. the driver stopped outside a village house. 
He got up and said, “Sorry for the detour. It is my 
mother’s birthday. I brought her a present.”

We stopped under the stars and waited for about 
20 minutes. I was somewhat irritated by this un-
scheduled detour but soon found out that I was 
the odd one out. The other passengers thought 
that it is only right that the driver come wish his 
dear mother a happy birthday.

He came back with some hot food that his moth-
er made. Soon the bus was graced with the fra-
grance of home-cooked soup. 

That is worth celebrating.

Fast forward to Singapore year 2020 – the 
Covid-19 pandemic has thrown us all togeth-
er into an unwanted and unplanned journey. I 
looked back at the birthday detour and realised 
that I am one with little space in my heart for 
detours and interruptions. The lockdowns and 
movement restrictions have been one big inter-
ruption to our lives in 2020. My busy heart has 
little space to give to others who smell different 
and who have different agendas and needs. 

What should servant leadership be during and after 
the Covid-19 pandemic?

Preparing meals in a Miao village
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The pandemic has exposed the inequality and 
class divisions in Singapore as well as in many 
parts of the world. The poor, the elderly, and the 
migrant workers – they suffer much more from 
the virus and the economic consequences. 

We learn about students who do not have a com-
puter at home and thus were cut off from home-
based learning. We become aware of Singapor-
eans who are homeless and sleep at parks and in 
void decks; taking showers in public toilets and 
then going off to work in their day job. Until now 
their homelessness has remained hidden. The lo-
cal and foreign newspapers report about our for-
eign workers for whom safe distancing and good 
hygiene is challenging as their dormitories are 
crowded.

To these needs, we are heartened that many 
stepped up to share in kindly acts of charity. 
Some churches opened their premises and ac-
quired environmentally friendly cardboard beds 
to house the homeless.  Christians banded to-
gether to deliver food to foreign workers who 
were in lockdown in faraway dormitories – some 
going before the crack of dawn as the workers 
were on Ramadan fasting. These volunteers spent 
part of their night in the car in order to serve. 

The pandemic also showed us that we need good 
policies and more importantly – good people who 
will stand up and lead with firmness and clarity 
– for the greater good. Who will play the role 
of firmly getting people in order? What would 
Christians do in formulating, affirming and 
obeying policies for the “greater good” as well as 
thinking through the issues of privacy, dignity 
and the distribution of scarce resources.  

How do we handle and even celebrate detours and 
interruptions to our plans and programmes? 

How do we handle and even celebrate detours 
and interruptions to our plans and programmes? 

In Singapore, church leaders worked with gov-
ernment leaders and adjusted their church ser-
vices to submit to and support pandemic public 
health policies. In some countries, Christians 
insisted on meeting in churches as it was a right 
as well as with the conviction that, “the blood of 
Jesus covers us”. 

What attitude and principles should Christian 
leaders carry when we have to negotiate and serve 
through differences in convictions in a world 
that may be increasingly fragmented across race, 
castes and borders?  

“Singapore cannot defy the global economic 
downturn. But we must absolutely defy the loss 
of social cohesion, the polarisation, and the de-
spair that is taking hold in many other countries.”    
– Senior Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam1

My drowsy eyes and aching back were roused as 
our bus pulled into makeshift terminal nestled 
in the hills. It is reported that Covid-19 patients 
lose their sense of smell. Spending a night in a 
crowded poorly ventilated bus does that too – or 
at least we arrive smelling much the same. 

My friends and students shouted a happy wel-
come and gathered excitedly around to greet me 
and help with my luggage. Some had walked four 
hours to the station. Soon they will have a ket-
tle over a wood fire, give me some hot water and 
soap to have a bath and fragrant soup to warm 
my stomach.  
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Getting some outdoor fresh air after a long ride with a short-term team

Let each of you look not only to his own interests, 
but also to the interests of others. Have this mind 
among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 
who, though he was in the form of God, did not 
count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 
but emptied himself, by taking the form of a ser-
vant, being born in the likeness of men. And be-
ing found in human form, he humbled himself 
by becoming obedient to the point of death, even 
death on a cross. 
– Philippians 2:4–8 ESV 

We now know that the recovery journey of 
Covid-19 and its effects will be a very long one. 
Christians in Singapore must be willing to be on 
this journey humbly and be incarnational in our 
deeds and thoughts. At times, we will be giving 
and helping. But we cannot do this from the out-
side. We need to find ways to connect with the 
needy in our actions, intentions and direction. 
Internally, we need a good clean-up about how 
we conceptualise what actually is a church.

For this challenging recovery, I pray that the Lord 
will help me have space in my heart to bear with 
differences, to be wise in affirming good policies 
and to celebrate the detours that come along the 
way – and in so doing follow the example of our 
Lord Jesus Christ who humbled himself, becom-
ing a servant and bearing the cross. •

Notes
1 Tharman Shanmugaratnam. 2020. “A Stronger and 

More Cohesive Society.” Accessed 30 June 2020. 
https://www.gov.sg/article/senior-minister-tharman-
shanmugaratnam-a-stronger-and-more-cohesive-
society.
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What about the Rest?
BY PRARTHINI M. SELVEINDRAN It was hard to pen my musings. 

Perhaps it is because as we enter now into Phase 
2, these thoughts feel very distant, as the brunt of 
the pandemic is (seemingly) over for Singapore.  

Perhaps it is because these thoughts seem less 
coherent than musings, and more in the form 
of rumblings (ramblings?). And that too, stew-
ing from a state of genuinely questioning, with a 
dash of consternation and frustration, yet hope-
fully served with humility. 

Ah. Where do I even begin? 

In the early weeks during our circuit breaker, 
a refrain I heard from some quarters of the 
Singapore church was how the circumstances 
surrounding Covid-19 (the circuit breaker, work-
from-home, cessation of most activities) could 
be viewed or approached as an opportunity 
for Christians to rest. Some of the larger 
church discourse describing and responding 

“The harsh reality is 
that social distancing is 

a luxury only afforded 
to the privileged”



27

to the situation seemed to employ language of 
approaching these times as a gift of pausing and 
recalibration, in ceasing from endless church 
activities and the general hustle and bustle of life.  

I began to feel that something was remiss from 
this conversation ... 

In early April, I attended a webinar on Covid-19 
and the Singapore church where the same lan-
guage was used by some of the panellists: the 
need to reflect and reclaim what it means to be 
a reflective Christian, and so also to pause and 
rest in God. 

As my dissatisfaction with this rhetoric grew 
during the session, I asked the panellists whether 
pausing or resting (or rather, talking about paus-
ing and resting) was only possible because one 
was in a position of privilege to do so. I don’t 
recall the replies – only that I recall leaving the 
webinar still feeling unsettled. 

In asking that question, I had (and still have) 
several people and people-groups in mind. There 
were those who are recently retrenched and were 
anxiously looking for work – any work – during 
this time.  Or those who were still employed but 
were still anxious about being retrenched at any 
time. Or those who would not be anxious about 
being retrenched but were working overtime in 
mitigating the crisis. Those struggling with men-
tal health issues, now exacerbated with increased 
isolation (and initially psychological treatment 
was not deemed an essential service!). The local 
poor – now even more hard hit especially as the 
gig economy took a beating. A large number of 
our migrant workers – not just those in construc-
tion but those who worked in retail, hospitali-
ty, healthcare or entertainment. Those without a 
house. Or those with a house, but without the 
space or means to rest or reflect, living within a 
threatening or unfriendly home space. Which re-
minded me also of domestic workers, who could 
no longer go out on their rest day, but had to stay 
home with their employers all the time. And be-
yond Singapore, so many others (closer to home, 
Malaysians who lost their jobs or were separated 

from their families!) who were so severely affect-
ed by the Covid-19 situation. 

That was a long list, and I am sure there are many 
more whose experiences I have not expressed …

What would rest look like for all of these?

It reminded me of Kenneth Thong’s insightful 
comment during an interview (where he shared 
about the disruptive effects of the pandemic on 
certain ‘unseen’ groups), that “The harsh reality 
is that social distancing is a luxury only afforded 
to the privileged.”1

Surely rest was not a luxury only afforded to the 
privileged. Or was it? 

The more I considered these various groups and 
their experiences, the more I felt that the lan-
guage of pausing and resting and reflecting was…
tone-deaf. I say this, however, carefully, not quite 
as an accusation, but in the sense that for the 
time, this vocabulary of rest was not and could 
not be shared. I wonder in part whether I felt that 
this language was inadequate given how it was 
not qualified nor often further unpacked. (Part 
of my discontent also lay in considering what this 
language spelled for the church’s witness to the 
wider Singapore society, especially the groups on 
the fringes. I attempted to “hear” this message 
through their ears – would they welcome the call, 
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Notes
1 Gracia Lee. 2020. ““If we’ve received mercy, do we not 

extend mercy?”: The Last Resort’s Kenneth Thong on 
how we can be agents of justice in a desperate time.” 
Accessed 28 June 2020. https://saltandlight.sg/news/
if-weve-received-mercy-do-we-not-extend-mercy-the-
last-resorts-kenneth-thong-on-how-we-can-be-agents-
of-justice-in-a-desperate-time/

2 In this day and age, it seems that to talk about ‘privilege’ 
is a trigger. I suppose that covers nuances that escape my 
meagre opinion piece, or a discussion of which is not 
quite the direction I am headed towards. Perhaps it is that 
we have not yet found the right words in articulating our 
various positions. This was part of the reason why I did 
not quite know how to begin this article (after all, with 
regards to this, I am among the ranks of the privileged).

or would it be impossible privilege? I thus won-
der if our theologising and witness is at risk when 
some of its claims lead to an oversight of its own 
nature as discourse influenced by privilege.2)

I don’t doubt that the circuit breaker may have in-
deed been restful, or an opportunity to reflect on 
life or even cultivate new habits and disciplines. I 
don’t discount that for many, this period has been 
used as a time to reorient, question priorities, as 
well as reconsider the relentless drive for ‘produc-
tivity’. That is surely good and necessary. 

Yet the language of rest appeared to be incom-
plete, given the experiences of yet others who do 
not fall neatly into those categories. The call to 
rest seemed to me to be almost an exclusive call, 
or a call that not all could partake in, given their 
circumstances and the reality that they are much 
harder impacted than others – a reality that this 
call fails to acknowledge, and thus ultimately si-
lences. 

So, I was torn between these two poles: one state 
undeniably true (and even good!) for some, yet 
the other seemingly so tone-deaf and perhaps 
even offensive for others. It felt both un-Chris-
tian to question rest (such a fundamental in being 
human), yet also un-Christian to speak of rest 
unqualified at such a time. 

These rumblings lead me to wonder what our 
shared church vocabulary should be. If the 
church considers herself a messenger of good 
news, surely we ought to concern ourselves with 
language, and how we do things with words. To 
that end how can we, as church, be more mindful 
of our responsibility in cultivating a shared and 
more inclusive language within our community? 
(Further, what is our loving and compassionate 

PRARTHINI M. SELVEINDRAN studied life sciences at NUS. As a student, she actively participated in VCF, 
serving in the executive committee for one academic year. Not long after graduating in 2014, she joined FES as a 
campus ministry staff worker. Prarthi is inclined towards areas such as faith and academics; justice and the common 
good – especially pertaining to earth-keeping and women’s rights.

witness – in the words we use as much as we en-
deavour to good deeds that we will display to the 
world?)

I don’t quite have the answers for these ques-
tions nor a balm for my discomfort. I wonder too 
whether these thoughts lack credence in consid-
ering my own ‘privileged’ position (vis-à-vis this 
particular issue) – perhaps I should hear from 
those whose experiences differ from mine, in re-
thinking our shared church vocabulary. Though, 
perhaps what is necessary as I continue to rumi-
nate, is for me to be willing to sit with my dis-
comfort, attempt to articulate it, and open space 
for alternative perspectives within this ongoing 
conversation. •



As some of you may be aware, I intend to step 
down from both the FES General Secretary 
(GS) and GCF Graduate Secretary (Grad 
Sec) positions in the near future. After much 
prayerful deliberation, both the FES and 
GCF Councils have agreed to appoint Jere-
miah Goh as the GS Designate of FES and 
Michael Kang as Grad Sec Designate of GCF. 

Now, allow me to provide more information 
about both of them. 

Jeremiah graduated from NUS Computing in 
2008. Before joining FES in 2009, he worked 
for software start-ups in the US and in Singa-
pore, as well as managed a few years of free-
lance work. In his first three years with FES, 
he was assigned as campus staff for NUS VCF 
Halls, SIM SCF and SMU Diaspora. During 
that period, he also helped in the first major 
revamp of the FES website. In 2012, Jeremi-
ah was staff worker with NTU CF until mid-
2015, when he went to study at Regent Col-
lege, Vancouver and graduated with a Master 
of Divinity in 2017. Since returning to FES 
in 2018, he was assigned as campus staff for 
NUS VCF and JCUS CF. He then took over 
as Head of the English Section, and Head of 
Communications in January 2019. Jeremiah 
has been married to Shu Hui since 2012 and 
they have two boys, ages 7 and 1.

Michael is not new to GCF and graduates’ min-
istry as he began focusing on ministry among 
graduates five years ago. In 2019, he became the 
coordinator of the FES Graduates Ministry, 
and the FES representative in the GCF Coun-
cil. Michael graduated from NTU Computer 
Engineering in 2005. After working for around 
three years in the marketplace, he joined FES 
in 2008. Michael has served as staff worker in 
various campuses and graduate groups and was 
Head of the Indonesian Ministry from 2012 to 
2015. Since 2019, he has been driving GCF’s 
curriculum for young graduates. In 2017, he 
graduated from Singapore Bible College with a 
MA in Biblical Studies. Michael has been mar-
ried to Cindy since 2011 and they have two kids 
– an 8-year-old daughter and a 2-year-old son.

Jeremiah will officially take over from me as 
the FES GS on 1 January 2021 and Michael 
as the GCF Grad Sec likely six months later. I 
have known Jeremiah and Michael since 2009 
and have worked with them on multiple proj-
ects over the years. I am confident that they are 
more than qualified to lead the organisations 
forward and into a new chapter. 

I ask that you continue to support the minis-
try by praying for a smooth transition, and that 
God will use them for the extension for his 
kingdom among the graduates and students. • 

LISMAN KOMALADI
General Secretary

New FES and 
GCF Leadership
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In the ideal scheme of things, leadership 
transitions should never happen right now - 
in the middle of a pandemic, in the middle 
of a sea change in the society and way of life 
for many people. Yet for some reason, God 
has deemed this as still the opportune time 
for a leadership  change. It is strange. Even 
more so will I depend on the providence and 
faithfulness of God in charting new paths 
for our student and graduate ministries in 
such uncertain times. I pray that I may lead 
humbly, do justice to this call, and love all 
whom God shall put in our path.

Jeremiah

I believe that this leadership transition in 
both GCF and FES happened in God’s op-
portune time. Even as nations around the 
world continue to grapple with the ongo-
ing pandemic, I prayerfully hope that GCF 
and FES will grow out of this crisis stron-
ger together, particularly in our graduate 
ministry integration so that we can be more 
effective in ministering to our young gradu-
ates. At the same time, pray that with God’s 
enabling, GCF will continue to voice out 
the kingdom’s values in our society, which 
has increasingly become more and more 
relativistic and polarised.

Michael
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