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YSTERY, PRAYER AND FRIED CHICKEN:
REFLECTIONS FROM MY FIRST YEAR OF

—

People always say that time flies when you're
in school. While it has only been a year at Trinity
Theological College (TTC), the intensity and rigor
from the school curriculum made me feel like it had
already been a few years of "very intensive bible study
class”. As with any capable theological student who is
expected to craft a clear and concise thesis statement
for any paper written, I've come up with this: Through
God's boundless grace and mercies, this one year of
theological studies has indeed expanded my biblical
and theological knowledge and reassured me on
how wonderful and great a God we have. Beyond the
classroom, my spiritual life has also become more
robust, showing me the importance in always abiding
in Christ. And the community of family, teachers and
friends has also made this tough journey possible,
bearable and even enjoyable.

During the first week of school, a lecturer shared
about the ‘head-heart-hands’ approach to our studies
that I find very important. Each component is equally
important, not one is superior over the other. Firstly,
the ‘head’ represents the theological and biblical
knowledge gained through our classes. TTC is reputed
for their rigorous and highly academic theological
education and they certainly live up to their name.
The first semester was mostly spent trying to keep up
with the demands of fulfilling both the reading list and
punctuality in submitting our essays while preparing

‘“
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for weekly Church history and Old Testament quizzes.
We were averaging about 60-100 pages to read daily
in order to keep up with our lessons while trying to
comprehend and grasp theological terms such as
soteriology, eschatology, pneumatology, ecclesiology,
hermeneutics, parousia, etc. Classes were intensive
and we were always required to think deeply and
broadly, often times tackling tricky concepts and
issues. Our minds get so exhausted that breaks in
between the class were always welcomed and much
needed. However, despite the struggles, I found my
understanding about God and His word expanding in
leaps and bounds by God’s strength and grace. While
delving into centuries of Church history, we got to
better understand our tradition, our creeds, the issues
that our church fathers faced and how the Church is
what she is today. Biblical classes allowed us to look
into the historical context of each book to better
understand its message. We also analysed literary
outlines and identified theological implications and
themes for each book. Admittedly it was also my first
time encountering some of the more obscure biblical
books such as Haggai, Habakkuk, Jude, Amos, etc.

I thoroughly enjoyed my Theology classes where
we pondered on the fundamentals of our Christian
faith. I've also come to understand just how deep and
unfathomable the study of God is. Sometimes, our
lecturer, after his long and thorough discourse, will




arrive at a conclusion that "it is indeed a mystery" and 1
agree. Itislike Job who, after hearing God's speech in the
whirlwind, responded in awe saying, "I know that You
can do all things; no purpose of Yours can be thwarted...
surely I spoke of things I did not understand, things too
wonderful for me to know."(Job 42:2-3) I realized how
small and finite I am, and how amazing and wonderful
our God is. The only appropriate respond would be to
wholeheartedly trust Him and fear Him for who He
is, and admitting that there are things that we simply
do not and will not fathom in our lifetime. This deeply
humbles me in my theological ventures because I
know that whatever I can gleam and learn are all but
concepts and ideas that God has graciously revealed
to me. Thus Packer affirms by saying that ‘while the
subject[Theology] humbles the mind, it also expands
it However, Thielicke cautions on the possibility where
the study of “theology makes the young theologian vain
and so kindles in him something like gnostic pride”
Admittedly sometimes when we gain knowledge, we
feel like we now know more than others and start to
overly critically analyse what others say. Here Packer
explains that if we pursue theological knowledge for
its own sake, it is bad on us as it makes us proud and
conceited as the very greatness of the subject matter
will intoxicate us. Therefore, as I go along knowing
and gaining more, I am more well aware of these
dangers that I may fall into and this is where the other
components of ‘heart’ and ‘hand’ come in. What we
know about God and His word should not remain only
as ‘head’ knowledge but needs to transform our hearts
and be translated into how we relate to others and in
our service and ministry. Packer speaks of the spiritual
desire to know and enjoy God Himself, to hunger for
Godss truth in order that our hearts might respond to
it and our lives conformed to it. And this brings me to
the next part of my reflection.

Ever since the start of school, we were
repeatedly reminded that theological
education goes hand in hand with
spiritual formation. I am very thankful
that TTC prioritizesboth of theseaspects.
Many a times when work piles up and
deadlines become overwhelming, we risk focusing
too much on our studies and in the end foregoing our
spiritual life. Consequently, we may end up being like
an empty outer-shell that is outwardly studying about
God but inwardly completely disconnected from
God. How scary is that! Thus the school has weekly
chapel services that are conducted three times a week,
and on top of that, evening vespers and hostel cluster
vespers. | have greatly benefited from these pockets
of time where I could set aside my work and spend
time in the Lord’s presence. Every chapel service was
a time to reevaluate my heart condition and I find
myself constantly asking the Lord to purify my heart
so that I may strive towards righteousness. The school
also encouraged us to construct a personal spiritual
rhythm. For many years T've struggled to sustain
my devotional life but it was at TTC where I finally
started the habit of daily focused time with God.
While it was tough at first, I eventually learnt how to
prioritize my time. Over time, that precious half-hour
that I spend at the start of my everyday, in devotion,
meditation and prayer became a non-negotiable that
I maintain before any revision for a quiz or run to
my computer to hit an essay deadline. I found the
importance in keeping abided in Christ even when
the going gets tough because it is in the toughest fight
when we realise our deepest desperate need for God.
I remembered kneeling before the Lord in prayer
because some essay topics were simply too ‘big’ for
me. (God did bring me through in the end!) I am
thankful that readings sometimes become devotional
and essays strengthened my faith and knowledge of
God. I constantly reminded myself that whatever 1
learn at TTC has to go beyond the head and into my
heart— a transformative process. Lecturers facilitated
this as they often stressed theological lessons behind
what we learn (be it a doctrine, a historical event, or
a debate), constantly prompting us to reflect on our
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emphasis on this.

Thirdly, whatever that I have gained needs to lead
to the ‘hand’ which relates to the community at TTC.
Firstly, [ am extremely grateful for the family I have
gained at TTC. I find that many people think that
TTC students are the ‘super holy’ who have selflessly
discarded their jobs and committed their lives to the
Lord. Well, truthfully we are still ultimately humans
with our own weaknesses. We heave a sigh when
we see our reading list, we whine when we face
long paragraphs with incomprehensible statements,
we are hungry at 10pm, we oversleep, we grumble.
However, it is also this same community that has made
studying bearable and even enjoyable. Moments when
we struggled together and studied together on the eve
of OT exam, when we shared our notes and books,
when we gather around the table to ‘la-kopi’ and talk
about a certain theological issue and when we sat down
and stared into space after our grueling 7-hour NT
exam. Living out TTC’s colloquial acronym of “Tiam
Tiam Ciak, it was good food, especially pizza and
fried chicken, that kept us going! Fried chicken in the
form of KFC, Chick-a-boo and Tenderfresh became
our comfort foods during stressful times. On top of
that, the 10pm suppers, countered with weekly gym
sessions, the impromptu worship sessions, the pizza
parties, the midnight birthday surprises, makes our
struggles seemed bearable. I realised the importance of
this community. This theological journey is not to be
ventured alone but in companionship with fellow like-
minded brothers and sisters who are also on the same
path.

Community became the wellspring of ministry as
well. It is in the small, seemingly unimportant moments
of short dialogues with friends that we unknowingly
gain and learn. I learnt that it was alright to set aside
work just to spend some quality time with a sister. That
it was alright to leave my essay for a while to go for a
weekly outreach activity at a nearby school. That it was
also alright to take a break and go for a walk with friends
for some food and fellowship. Most significantly, it was
prayer that binds the TTC community together and

| |

prayer became a form of ministry. Once I was sick
and immediately a friend came over to pray for me
and the incident has since encouraged me to also
spontaneously pray for anyone in need. It was in
the sharing of our struggles and weaknesses when
our prayers for one another became authentic and
meaningful. We prayed for the sick, for the ones who
are struggling, for the tired, for those that were leaving
our community, for our teachers, for our society, for
our friend’s home country, for the Church, for the
world.

Lastly, I realised that theological education is
for everyone and anyone who thirsts to deepen their
knowledge about God. It is not just for those who are
future-ministers but for all who see the importance
of our Christian duty to know God more. By God’s
grace, I survived my first year at TTC, and so can
you! TTC offers evening classes, short courses and
part-time arrangements for anyone who is interested.
And on that note, I would like to give thanks for my
family and friends who has tirelessly supported and
accommodated me and TA for their constant support
financially and spiritually. Next semester would be
a tough one. I would be taking double languages
in Greek and Hebrew, and also an extra module
on top of the usual five core. While I am honestly
terrified, I am also affirmed that by God’s wisdom
and strength, together with everyone’s prayers and
the TTC community, it will be yet another enriching
and fulfilling semester. Another semester filled with
mystery, prayer and fried chicken.
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Ww on Go&’s cha(aﬂow
o the Fawily Camp

On the second day of our Family Camp, we had a
reflective meditative walk in the morning by the seaside
near our hotel. Sitting on a bench facing the sea, amidst
birds chirping and waves splashing, I enjoyed a quiet
moment with God. To the question in our camp booklet
on reading Psalm 84: “What is God telling you through
the scripture and nature today?” I pondered on God’s
general revelation through the surrounding sounds. By
general revelation, I mean God’s revelation of Himself
to mankind through His creation. This is in contrast to
God’s special revelation which is through God’s inspired
word, namely, the Bible. I often like to think of another
two passages, namely, Psalm 19:1-4 and Romans 1:20
that tell of God’s general revelation when I encounter
nature.

In Psalm 19:1-2, the psalmist says: “The heavens
declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work
of His hands. Day after day they pour forth speech;
night after night they display knowledge”” T learnt in
Physics a so-called Doppler Effect, which causes the
frequency (or wavelength) of a wave (sound wave or
light wave) to change when the source of the wave is
moving. In fact, we experience Doppler Effect when we
sense the changing pitch of the siren of an ambulance
passing by. The pitch gets sharper and sharper with the
approaching ambulance and then quickly turns duller
when the ambulance speeds away. Astronomers were
once puzzled by the shifting red lines in the light spectra
from distant stars until they realized that it was due to
the changing wavelength caused by the Doppler Effect.
The direction of the so-called “red shift” in the spectra
shows that the stars in the universe are moving away
from us. Also, the faster a star moves away, the greater is
its “red shift”. Thus it was found that stars further away
are moving faster than nearer stars. In other words, the
entire universe is expanding! Calculating the speeds of
the moving stars based on their “red shifts” and tracing
them back in history reveals another amazing discovery
in that the stars were originating from a common
point. That is to say: the universe had a beginning, i.e.
its creation!  American astronomer Robert Jastrow
wrote a book entitled “God and the Astronomers”. In
his book, he says: “Now we see how the astronomical
evidence supports the biblical view of the origin of the
world ... the essential elements in the astronomical and

PROF. TAN CHEW LIM

biblical accounts of Genesis are the same”” He concludes
his book with this anecdote:

For the scientist who has lived by his faith in the
power of reason, the story ends like a bad dream.
He has scaled the mountain of ignorance; he is
about to conquer the highest peak; as he pulls
himself over the final rock, he is greeted by a band
of theologians who have been sitting there
for centuries,

What I find fascinating about this conclusion is that
it all started with the “speech” and “knowledge” coming
from the heavens in Psalm 19:2. ‘The light waves
from the distant stars are pouring out speeches and
displaying knowledge telling us about God’s creation of
the universe.

Romans 1:20 is another fascinating verse about
God’s general revelation: “For since the creation of the
world, God's invisible qualities - his eternal power and
divine nature - have been clearly seen, being understood
from what has been made, so that men are without
excuse.” It is like that the created world is speaking to
us about the power and nature of God. On 26 June
2000, on the completion of the first draft of the human
gene sequence under the Human Genome Project,
President Clinton announced to the world: “Today we
are learning the language in which God created life”
Standing beside President Clinton was Dr. Francis
Collins, the leader of the multinational Genome Project
that took over 10 years to complete. On completion of
this project, Dr Collins, a devout Christian geneticist,
later wrote a book entitled “The Language of God”. In
his book, Dr. Collins gives an account of his quest for
God arising from his interests in DNA which he views
as the language of God. This precisely echoes what Paul
says in Romans 1:20.

In fact, human languages are part of God’s creation
and can be another channel of God's general revelation.

Let me use Chinese language as an example. To many
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non-believing Chinese, Christianity is a western religion
as opposed to Buddhism and Taoism that are perceived to
be of Chinese origin. However, there have been startling
findings that Chinese in ancient times, way before the
arrival of Buddhism and establishment of Taoism, had
already received general revelation of a monotheistic God
whom they named Shang Di (_E -, which means the
Lord from above) and to whom they worshipped without
using any idols at all. The Temple of Heaven (X 3%) in
Beijing was a place for worshipping Shang Di, where one
finds no idol except an altar for sacrifices. The following
is an ancient Chinese poem praising Shang Di:

2 % k4, How greatis God,

& F A 4%, Beholding the world below in majesty;
W ¥ 75, He surveys the four corners of the earth,
KK Z %, Seeking welfare of His people.

While Shang Di in the peom above is by no means
the same as the Biblical God, I see that there was a general
revelation about a universal divine being that the ancient
Chinese understood. This information from the general
revelation however was later “distorted” in history such
that it has degenerated into a polytheistic concept with
idol worship. There are two editions of the Chinese Bible:
“Shen Edition” (4% #2 ) and “Shangti Edition” (_L 4 #2). In
the former, God (Elohim in Hebrew) is translated as #¥
and in the latter as k4. Incidentally, our pew Bibles at
TA and TA2 are of the “Shangti Edition” (See the inner
cover page of our pew Bibles). The western missionaries
who adopted the second translation L 4 were actually
conveying a message to the Chinese readers that their
fore fathers were seeking the same one and only one God
but failed to find Him. This is much like what Paul told

the Athenians that the Unknown God whom they were
seeking was what he was going to introduce to them.

While God’s created world speaks to us as a
general revelation, we need God’s words as His special
revelation to us. Our camp speaker Pastor Henson Lim
asked us to be an Archippus in order to be awakened,
aligned and assigned. To do that, we need to go to the
Lord to seek His will and plan for ourselves. The camp
booklet concludes with the question for the morning
walk: “Make a covenant with God: determine an action
as a response to God’s reminder to you today”. In my
mind as I walked back to the hotel, my action for that
day was to ask God to help me in my assignment as
the Hokkien Interpreter for our Hokkien congregation
members who listened to my interpretation with their
headphones.
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During the church planning meeting in 2015, the church ministers and leaders
sought God’s leading for the work of the church in the future. After much prayers and
- thoughtful discussions, we agreed on the theme “Walking with Jesus our Peacemaker”.
This theme forms the focus for planning church activities from August 2016 to July
2019. We hope that the message behind this theme will guide the church to move
forward in a positive and consolidated manner so that Telok Ayer Chinese Methodist
Church can become a spiritual home for all and a lighthouse to the community!

Pastor-in-Charge
Rev Chua Ooi Suah

Jesus is a peacemaker. His purpose on earth is to demolish the wall of sin that is erected between God and
man so that we can be reconciled with God. Thus Paul said in Ephesians 2: 14-16:

“For he himself is our peace, who has made the two groups one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing
wall of hostility, by setting aside in his flesh the law with its commands and regulations. His purpose was to
create in himself one new humanity out of the two, thus making peace, and in one body to reconcile both of
them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility”

Jesus not only enabled peace between God and man, he is also the bridge for peace between men, so that people
can be in harmony through Christ. From the early church history, we can see that the Jews were not interacting
with the Gentiles. But through Jesus the peacemaker, a bridge was formed between people to communicate with
each other, and thus reconciling them. It is clear that we are reconciled with each other in the love of Christ. As
such, we should also be peaceful messengers since our lives are renewed by Jesus the peacemaker.

[Continue to Page 19]
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