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For the most important people provided to me by His grace and for His glory:

My late parents, Draviam & Elizabeth Ponniah, who lovingly raised me up

and

My beloved wife, Amir, who has walked every step with me since the day we walked down the aisle together







The cover photo was taken at the beautiful, countryside grounds of Ffald y Brenin Retreat Centre in West Wales.

Ffald y Brenin means “Sheepfold of the King” in Welsh. The photo is a reminder that pastoral leaders do well to stand and to minister under the shadow of the Cross.

My wife Amir (who took this photo) and I had a Quiet Retreat here in September 2024 en route to our sabbatical at Regent College, Vancouver, where I wrote the first draft of this book.

Thanks be to God!







Bishop Rennis Ponniah has made a valuable contribution to empower leaders to lead with integrity and expert leadership knowledge. The book contains practical leadership examples which provide an excellent resource for all those who want to navigate the complexities of today’s leadership challenges.

— The Most Rev. Dr Justin Badi Arama, Primate of the Episcopal Church of South Sudan and GSFA Chair


Reflecting on a rich life journey and 35 years in ministry, this book beautifully portrays God’s unfailing grace. It powerfully illustrates the vital role of friends and allies, including fellow workers on the shared journey, notably within the Global South Fellowship of Anglican Churches (GSFA). It encourages readers to trust in God’s sufficiency and embrace the strength of deep, enduring friendships in life and ministry.

— The Most Rev. Dr Samy Fawzy Shehata, Archbishop of the Episcopal / Anglican Province of Alexandria, Diocesan Bishop of Egypt 


Part autobiography and part practical guide for all involved in Christian ministry, Bishop Rennis has given us a book that will bring encouragement, guidance, and hope to many. With remarkable honesty and deep spiritual insight, he takes us on a journey through his life’s experiences. His easy style and lucid, evocative language make this a book to be enjoyed, valued, and appreciated by young and old, lay and ordained.

— Archbishop Emeritus Ben Kwashi, Former Archbishop of Jos (Nigeria) and Former Sec-Gen of GAFCON


If you want to see “the aroma of Christ” (2 Cor 2:15) in a person’s life, read this book. To admire and give thanks, yes, but also to see that Jesus Christ can bring that same aroma in us. Bishop Rennis’s reflections on his life will bless and inspire you to keep going and not give up; to know that Christ’s promises and purpose for us and His Church, even in this season of the world, will never fail.

— Bishop Keith Sinclair, Former National Director of the Church of England Evangelical Council (CEEC) and Former Suffragan Bishop of Birkenhead


This book is many things. It is the author’s personal story of his whole life, written in his later years by a godly servant of God. It also captures vignettes of the church of Singapore from the inside. It is a powerful thanksgiving for the Lord’s unfathomable grace for the whole of his life. Rennis’s book is unafraid to share episodes that brought him pain. His lifelong testimony will greatly benefit pastors who have not yet encountered pastoral pain. But by God’s grace we come through life’s storms. The grace of God is not an empty slogan but a daily reality. Rennis’s book will be a blessing to those at or near the beginning of their pastoral ministry but also those who are further along the ministry road.

— The Rt Rev. Dr Paul Barnett AM, Former Bishop of North Sydney 


Bishop Ponniah has compressed hard-earned wisdom from the highs and lows of 35 years of ministry into this honest, moving, and edifying spiritual autobiography. Every pastor will benefit from this important reminder that faithful biblical interpretation and God-centered pastoral leadership are crucial for the Church’s health, and that the pastor’s health ultimately depends on the grace that God is ever ready to bestow. Recommended for all shepherds of Christ’s flock!

— Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Research Professor of Systematic Theology, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School (Deerfield, USA)


Rennis Ponniah’s humble, candid, and open-hearted memoir should be required reading for anyone serving the Lord in congregational leadership. His story shows that there is nothing accidental or wasted in God’s economy of providential guidance. Every reader will be encouraged by Rennis’s honest recounting of how marvellously God’s strength is made perfect in weakness.

— Dr Jeffrey P. Greenman, President and Professor of Theology and Ethics at Regent College (Vancouver, Canada)


Two dominant and inseparable realities about pastoral leadership are captured in this book: the frailty of Christian leaders no matter how gifted; the abundance of God’s grace no matter how dire the circumstances. More than a distillation of lessons in leadership, Bishop Rennis’s book is a testimony of God’s covenant faithfulness to all who are called to Christian leadership. May readers of this book be richly blessed as I was.

— Rev. Dr Edwin Tay, Principal, Trinity Theological College (Singapore) 


In this delightful book, Bishop Rennis shares with us his philosophy of pastoral leadership and ministry based on his deep reflections on Scripture and wide experience in ministry. His winsome and inspiring account is grounded in real life, in his formative years, family life, and experience in the church and beyond. He presents God as full of grace, walking with us through blessings and buffetings, and accomplishing His purposes by gathering a host of people to surround and bless us.

— Bishop Emeritus Dr Robert Solomon, The Methodist Church in Singapore


I was so blessed by reading this book. I appreciated Bishop Rennis’s honesty in sharing his doubts, temptations, and frustrations, and I was inspired by his love for his wife Amir and his children, his joy in teaching God’s Word, and his determination to walk closely with Jesus. I recommend this book most warmly to any who are in ministry or seeking to follow God’s call.

— Rev. Dr David Harley, Former Principal of All Nations Christian College and Former General Director of OMF International 


Bishop Rennis’s stirring autobiography will make readers exclaim, “Wow! What an outstanding servant-leader! One who brings such phenomenal growth to God’s Church in Singapore and beyond. Look at the lives he impacts!” Rennis recognises his achievements stem from God’s grace, supported by family, mentors, and numerous friends. “Ouch!” surfaces in his struggles with depression, self-doubt, and criticisms. Trials and weaknesses drive him to develop a robust spirituality, transforming him into an overcomer. His chapter on “A Pastor’s Spirituality” guides us to encounter the God of overflowing grace.

— Chua Wee Hian, Former General Secretary, International Fellowship of Evangelical Students (1972–1991), Founding Pastor, Emmanuel Church, Westminster, UK and Author, ‘Learning to Lead’ and ‘Growing Leaders’ 


Leaders are curators of God-stories. In this edifying book, Bishop Rennis instructs us on pastoral leadership through the lens of his own pilgrimage—through both triumphs and trials. Of particular benefit to pastoral formation is when he candidly shares six areas of deep struggle in the years of his ministry. He takes us behind the curtain, as it were, to catch a glimpse of the immense faithfulness of God!

— Edmund Chan, Leadership Mentor, Global Alliance of Intentional Disciplemaking Churches


The author invites us on his biographical reflection with candour and good humour. In calling Rennis Ponniah, God did not spare him from personal sacrifices and setbacks which laid the spiritual foundations for pastoral leadership as bishop. By providing a quality of leadership that was gracious and authentic, Rennis was able to significantly enhance unity among Christian leaders that is still celebrated. Indeed, All By His Grace is an affirmation that God’s grace is always sufficient. I commend this heartwarming book as a companion for pastoral leadership.

— Rev. Dr Ngoei Foong Nghian, General Secretary, National Council of Churches of Singapore


The amazing and impactful ministry of Bishop Rennis Ponniah and his wife is the result of four generations counting down from their pioneering ancestors who left the shores of Tamil Nadu, South India, for the region of Malaya and Singapore towards the end of the 19th century. Indeed, his life bears testimony to God’s abundant grace for the generations. This book will be a blessing to many.

— Lawrence Khong, Former and Founding Chairman of LoveSingapore 


It has been a privilege to serve closely with Bishop Rennis for over 30 years. As my bishop, pastor, and friend, more than anything else, he has consistently encouraged me to walk closely with God. He embodies the heart of ministry: a life given over to God and others. He is a model up close for those of us who have the privilege to know him personally, and through All By His Grace, many more can be inspired across distance and time.

— Rev. Canon Terry Wong, The Diocese of Singapore


Knowledge can be taught, but wisdom must be caught. We best acquire wisdom when we see it modelled in someone—like Bishop Rennis Ponniah. He shares from decades of experience as pastor and leader, and we resonate with him as one of us in the Global South. Wisdom indeed, close to home!

— Rev. Dr David W. F. Wong, General Secretary, Bible-Presbyterian Church in Singapore


In All By His Grace, Bishop Rennis offers deeply moving reflections on God’s steadfast love and faithfulness woven through his life, leadership, and ministry. With pastoral warmth, personal authenticity, and spiritual depth, he shares a journey marked by both trials and triumphs—offering hope and encouragement to fellow pilgrims and leaders. A profoundly grace-filled and inspiring read.

— Rev. Tony Yeo, Senior Pastor of Covenant Evangelical Free Church, and Chairman of the Evangelical Free Church of Singapore 


Some Christian books are so abstractly theological and inaccessible. Others are so self-absorbed and devoid of biblical rootedness. Bishop Rennis’s autobiographical reflection on pastoral leadership is an excellent work which suffers from neither of these flaws. It is disarmingly honest, deeply reflective, and spiritually stirring because it is biblically faithful and, above all, Christ-glorifying. I highly commend it to laypersons and leaders. Rennis’s endless nuggets of spiritual wisdom from his lineage, heart, home, parish to the world stage neither grovel in personal failure nor glory in self but rest firmly on the grace of God.

— Rev. Christopher Chia, Adam Road Presbyterian Church, Synod Moderator (2023–2025)
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FOREWORD

by Andrew Phang



In a world today where self-centredness and materialism abound, it is rare to find a person whose overriding purpose is to honour God by ministering self-sacrificially to all who are in need, in accordance with the written Word of God and by the wisdom, strength, and power of the Holy Spirit in the mighty Name of the Lord Jesus Christ. The author of the present book, Bishop Rennis Ponniah, is one of those rare individuals. As a result, he has ministered to not only the material but also (and more importantly) the spiritual needs (most importantly, the salvation) of countless persons. These encompass both those within his respective parishes (including visitors) and (later as bishop) the Anglican Diocese of Singapore. And as this book also informs us, such ministry has stretched beyond the shores of Singapore as well. He has continued in his ministry (perhaps even more so) after his retirement, always relying on the power of the Triune God.

How was he supernaturally inspired, first, to embrace the Christian faith and then to embark on a remarkable career that culminated in his appointment as bishop of the Anglican Diocese of Singapore? Relatedly, how did his family—in particular, his parents and wife—come to have such a profound impact on him? How did he balance his family life with his professional life? How did he engage with, and surmount, the various obstacles as well as painful circumstances that he faced? How is he able to love and minister on a daily basis with the servant heart of Christ (even when the situation is less than ideal)? What lessons can we, as readers, learn from such a fine role model in the kingdom of God?

This book responds to as well as answers the questions posed in the preceding paragraph, and more. It is the elegantly and beautifully written story of a remarkable man who chose to put the Lord first in all that he does. However, as we shall see, his was not a lonely and solitary journey. Far from it. From the profound influence of his godly parents to a godly marriage as well as the children and grandchildren whom the Lord has blessed him richly with, we find the hand of God constantly at work in his life. However, as we all know, the Christian life is one of paradox. And one of those paradoxes is that God acts in His sovereign will only when we consciously choose to act in accordance with that will (as Bishop Rennis himself acknowledges in this book). It is remarkable—as remarkable as the fact that, consistently with the example of Christ, true spiritual power and success is achieved only when one has humbly bowed before the throne of grace. And that is why, the Bible tells us, “So the last will be first, and the first last” (Mt 20:16). Bishop Rennis understood all this—and more—and modelled his life based on the example of Christ. As a result, countless individuals have been blessed over the last few decades. I should know, as I was—and continue to be—one of them.

I first “met” Bishop Rennis through his contributions to essays in a book edited by Aline K. Wong and Stephen H. K. Yeh, entitled Housing a Nation: 25 Years of Public Housing in Singapore1 as well as to a journal dedicated to current affairs, ideas, and the arts—both of which I cited in a chapter of my doctoral thesis (later published as The Development of Singapore Law: Historical and Socio-Legal Perspectives (Butterworths, 1990)). Now, with the benefit of hindsight, I have no doubt that Bishop Rennis would have had a brilliant career in either the public service or the private sector had he not chosen to serve the Lord instead.

I first met Bishop Rennis in person in 1993 when my wife and I visited St John’s-St Margaret’s Church. We were looking then for a new church for us to settle in. Unbeknownst to us, Bishop Rennis had just been appointed vicar of the church. It was clear right from the outset that he had a servant’s heart for his flock. Everyone loved him. He was a true pastor in every sense of the word. And he combined his shepherd’s heart with an excellent understanding of the Bible which he communicated with crystal clarity to the congregation. Most importantly, there was a clear emphasis on the practical application of the Word of God: it was not merely theory but practice as well. What truly shocked me was when I was asked whether I could be his warden (Vicar’s Warden), now a quarter of a century ago. I did not—and still do not—consider myself sufficiently worthy of the appointment. However, as Bishop Rennis himself constantly encouraged the congregation, we needed to step out in faith. Hence, with no small measure of trepidation (unbeknownst to him at the time), I agreed to assume the appointment. Thus began what I believe to be a God-anointed friendship that continues to the present day. I was equally shocked when he asked if I could write this Foreword and, once again, pen the present words as a step of faith. In point of fact (and as we have often reminisced), our lives were meant to be shared. In particular, when I accompanied Bishop Rennis to Regent College, Vancouver, in 2004 to participate in its summer courses as well as to meet with individual members of the church studying there, little did we realise what parallel paths lay immediately ahead of us. He was to be consecrated as assistant bishop before being installed as the 9th Bishop of the Anglican Diocese of Singapore on 20 October 2012. I, too, had been in my comfort zone of legal academia when I was appointed as a judge of the Supreme Court of Singapore in 2005, where I served until my retirement in 2022.

Being so very well-loved and respected at St John’s-St Margaret’s Church and loving his congregants in equal (if not greater) measure in return, Bishop Rennis and his beloved wife, Amir, were reluctant to leave the church. At his Farewell Service, securing a seat in the sanctuary was nigh on impossible and many had to content themselves with viewing the proceedings from an overflow room. I was fortunate to have had a seat only because I was one of the participants.

Never before had I witnessed such an outpouring of spontaneous love from a congregation—and I have not witnessed the like since. As expected, however, he nevertheless took on as his God-given duty the heavy mantle of responsibility and served with distinction as bishop until his retirement in 2020. That he could do so was due, in no small part, to the constant as well as wonderful love and support of Amir.

In addition to spiritual matters, our friendship consisted of other interests as well. One such is football (which he also mentions as a divine provision for him in this book). Although we support different English teams, we enthusiastically reminisce about the days gone by (in particular, the great players who graced both teams) as well as the weaknesses and woes of our respective teams at present! It has become an annual “tradition” for me to purchase his favourite team’s jersey as a birthday present for him!

However, we discussed deep and important spiritual matters as well. We prayed together and shared our lives together. We did not meet very often, but when we did, often first over a meal, the deep bond of friendship was palpable in its content and quality. It must nevertheless be said that when I shared with him that he would have a large mansion in heaven whilst I would be housed in the outskirts, I was dead serious.

My own personal relationship with Bishop Rennis as well as my experience in viewing his spiritual ministry in action (as described briefly above) led me to believe that his is a story which would not be a mere autobiography but, rather, the depiction of a role model of spirituality whom all of us would do well to emulate. This does not mean that Bishop Rennis never experienced tough (even painful) times. Far from it, as the pages of this book demonstrate. Bishop Rennis pulls no punches in describing honestly and impactfully the various trials that he has undergone in his life. However, they only served to deepen as well as underscore the already deep spirituality of the man himself. Indeed, this entire book is an unvarnished and fascinating story that speaks to the realities (both good and ill) that we all face on this side of eternity, and which therefore contains many lessons (and, above all, much encouragement) for its readers (whether pastoral staff or lay-persons such as myself). Most importantly, his is a story of the Lord’s unfailing love and faithfulness. As he recounts more than once, these words of Saint Paul rang—and continue to ring—true in his life: “But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness’” (2 Cor 12:9).

I can also honestly say that he is one of those rare persons who truly lived out the advice that the Lord Jesus Christ gave in Matthew 10:16 that we are to “be wise as serpents and innocent as doves”. This seemingly impossible task could only be accomplished through the enabling power of the Holy Spirit. Indeed, I have rarely met another person who is so spiritually transparent and steadfast in his wisdom as well as insight and yet is able to treat even those who disagree with him with the utmost and sincere respect. His giftings are also as complete as one could hope for because he integrated both the Word and the Spirit. I have already referred to his superb abilities as a preacher of the Word of God. He also possesses, amongst his many other spiritual gifts, the gift of prayer as well as the gift of knowledge. Many congregants (including myself) have in fact been beneficiaries of these gifts. I believe that the Lord blessed—and continues to bless—all the work of Bishop Rennis’s hands as well as his wonderful family because he epitomises the person who daily and sincerely lives out the teaching of the Lord Jesus Christ to “seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness” (Mt 6:33).

The publication of autobiographies of every colour and stripe have proliferated in recent years. Most of these authors seek to be memorialised for personal reasons. This book is completely different. It needed to be written. And it needs to be read by anyone who is interested in how to become a better Christian and, as a result, a better person who can bring light to others. This is especially needful in the midst of the increasing darkness that afflicts this fallen and broken world today. You have in your hands, dear reader, the story of what it means to be a humble yet effective individual for the God whom we love and serve. It is a story that will both edify and inspire. May the wisdom and light of the Holy Spirit guide and inspire you as you read it.

Andrew Phang2







PREFACE

By the grace of God, I started writing this book on 20 September 2024, the first morning after arriving at Regent College, Vancouver. The Principal of Regent College, Professor Jeff Greenman, had invited me to apply for Regent’s “Pastor-Scholar in Residence” programme. The College offers it to pastors, scholars, and leading lay professionals seeking a research or writing-based sabbatical.

My wife Amir and I took a long journey from Singapore to Vancouver, visiting en route family and friends in the UK. We flew into the Vancouver airport close to midnight and were picked up by our family friend John Suan and his son Caleb. They drove us to our abode in the beautiful premises of the University of British Columbia. They also thoughtfully brought along food provisions for the next few days to help us settle in. The abode was a furnished apartment within a 10-minute walk to the college. It was graciously let out to us for our three-month sabbatical by our caring friends Hua Soo and his wife Suet Ming from Singapore.

And so my book-writing started on a note of immense gratitude to the God who provides. He does so, very often, through individuals with personal names and stories—which this book will be full of.

Why write a book while on sabbatical?

I am collecting my reflections on life and pastoral ministry, some 35 years after being ordained as an Anglican minister in 1990, almost five years after retiring as the 9th Bishop of the Diocese of Singapore in 2020, and soon after completing my duties as the Honorary Director of the Global South Fellowship of Anglican Churches (GSFA) Secretariat in 2024.

I did wonder if I needed to take on this demanding project during a sabbatical intended to help me transit from high-octane organisational leadership to serving as minister-at-large in the years that Spurgeon likened to “the warm glow of the evening sun”. Perhaps I can humbly say that the Lord had laid it on my heart to write this book. Now that it is completed, I can testify yet again that “true rest” is to be found not in external circumstances but in submitting to a Cross-shaped life in the will of God. Moreover, many other incalculable personal blessings come your way when you trust and obey the One who created you and redeemed you in His great love for you.

And so, here I am, sharing my life and reflections with fellow pilgrims and fellow leaders. The title, All By His Grace, is true to the hilt as I look back on 70 years of my life. And it is upon my heart to convey this holy confidence to you. If you happen to be reading this book while not yet having come to saving faith in Jesus Christ, I pray it will give you a window to the God who is there and who is reaching out to you.

My particular focus is on how God’s grace works out in the formation and life of a pastoral leader

Pastoral leadership is tough. It is, I believe, the single most important factor affecting the state of the church and, consequently, the spread of the gospel. In an age fascinated with organisational methods and technological possibilities, it is crucial to remember that God’s chief method in building His Church is the band of leaders entrusted to lead. This load of responsibility is alleviated by remembering that the God who calls you into leadership is faithful to provide all the grace that is needed for the task.

In sharing my testimony, I am by no means seeking to establish a singular model of pastoral leadership for all persons of different temperaments and serving in different contexts. I am not writing as an expert on pastoral leadership. Rather, in sharing my experience of God’s unfailing grace, I hope to strengthen the trust that every leader can have in God. And while reflecting on my experience, I seek to elucidate some common, biblically derived principles of pastoral leadership for my Christian brothers and sisters in the ministry. As someone has described it, pastoral leadership is both a high calling and a high privilege. It requires the continuous grace of God for flawed and limited persons like you and me to faithfully fulfil such a calling and to experience the joy God intends for His servants. May this book be an instrument in God’s hand to make you a minister of His joy (Ps 43:4) and to stir the fire in your bones (Jer 20:9) for the proclamation of the gospel by the Church of Jesus Christ.

This book would not have been possible without some special folks, to whom I would like to express my heartfelt thanks.

The Regent community of staff and students played no small part in providing the spiritual environment I needed to nourish me while writing. The rhythm of community life built around prayer, learning at lectures, small-group relationships, and corporate worship helped me stay fresh and reminded me that it was for bands of disciples that I was writing. At the same time, faithful intercessors back home in Singapore, as well as sprinkled across the globe, raised the shield of spiritual protection and ensured the oil of God’s enabling grace kept flowing.

Bernice Lee, the editor of the final manuscripts, as well as her team at Graceworks, used all their skill and experience to polish up the final product while retaining the intended pastoral-conversational tone of the chapters. Their professionalism coupled with their magnanimity of spirit and sense of togetherness for the Lord made the whole publishing process a great joy.

Philip Ng, a dear family friend from my youth and a valued ally for the cause of Christ, contributed substantially to the cost of production and distribution. This, together with the generous goodwill of Graceworks, will make it possible to maximise the net proceeds of this book, which will go towards the work and witness of the gospel.

Andrew Phang, a person who has known me deeply as a Christian brother for more than 30 years, not only wrote the Foreword for the book but also made useful comments on every draft chapter I sent him. It was he who prodded me not to leave writing the book as an intention but to get down and start writing. As on many other occasions in the past, he held up the task as a mission to be fulfilled for the glory of God. And he helped me keep the pace till the end.

A particular blessing was the way my family joined in the project. My brother Andrew Ponniah and my niece Christina Sankey researched the family lineage, with support coming from our relatives, Clement Vedanayagam Sastriar and Judah Gnanandraraj Vincent in India. My youngest brother Jeremy Ponniah joined the small circle to proofread the book before it was sent for publishing. Renita, my eldest, and Johanan, my youngest, constantly encouraged me with their texts and conversations while the book was taking shape. Amaria, my younger daughter, and Abraham, my older son, diligently collated the photos for this book. In her typical way, Amaria gallantly went beyond the call of duty to jump into the “railway engine” with her father, to manage the project with the publishers and take it past the finish line. Amir, my beloved, turned our apartment at Regent into a warm place of home-cooked meals, unhurried conversations, and cheerful hospitality for friends. She accompanied me on lovely nature walks on campus and kept me company through the long nights of writing.

This book is our family’s thanksgiving offering to the God who has loved us and led us every step of the way. His greatness and goodness are truly beyond measure, whatever the script of life you have been given. My desire is that the pages that follow will magnify the LORD and inspire you to trust Him with all of your days.

By His grace, I have written for His glory!

Rennis Ponniah

19 June 2025







CHAPTER 1

I WILL TELL OF THE GOODNESS OF THE LORD



“ … that you may tell the next generation that this is God, our God forever and ever, he will guide us forever.”

(Psalm 48:13c–14)



When you approach the age of 70 years, as I am at the time of writing, you are mindful that you do not have all the time in the world to complete what God has put in your heart to do. So, I am immensely grateful that this book has been completed and can be put in circulation for the purposes God has in mind for it.

I have chosen an autobiographical approach because I myself have tasted and benefitted from the power of stories—not least the stories in holy Scripture, of which the gospel is the most captivating and transforming. What shapes the telling of my story is the vocation or life-work that God had designed for my life—the call to be a pastor in the Church for the mission of God to the world.

And so, I write with two purposes in mind—first, to give encouragement to all fellow-pilgrims on life’s journey, especially to the next generation; and second, to share gleanings from my own pastoral experience that I hope will help and spur on those entrusted with pastoral leadership. In addressing pastoral leaders, I have in mind a broad group comprising all who find themselves entrusted with leading a group of people who are to be cared for, discipled to know and follow Christ, and inspired to live for the purpose and glory of God.

Thanksgiving to God, hope for fellow pilgrims

What has given birth to this book is an irrepressible desire to sing of the mercies of the Lord and tell of His goodness and greatness forever. I was brought up on the Psalms in holy Scripture and it has a wonderful ability to stir us to render heartfelt praise to God when we reflect on His mighty deeds. That spirit of praise has taken hold of me as I make a historical survey of my life and recall the Lord’s mighty deliverances, crowning mercies, and amazing victories. They tell of the Lord’s magnificent, unchangeable, and incomparable qualities—His steadfast love, faithfulness, and grace.

“Steadfast love” in the Bible means loyal or covenantal love; one that is full of mercy, loving-kindness, and affection. “Faithfulness” means being unswervingly true to one’s word or promise or upright character. “Grace”, on the other hand, is the undeserved love of God towards us, best seen in the gift of Jesus Christ to save us from sin, self, darkness, and death. All these qualities spring from the very nature of God Himself. He reveals Himself as the God who lovingly gives and keeps giving for the well-being of His creatures.

At the same time, God is holy—that is, totally other from His creatures. He is flawless in moral perfection and beauty. He loves justice and righteousness. The good news is that the all-powerful Creator of the universe and the all-righteous Judge of all the earth is also the all-loving Saviour of the world. By grace I have been saved through faith in Jesus Christ and I have a new and personal relationship with the living God. I am being made new by the workmanship of God’s Holy Spirit to live life in a new and fulfilling way that serves others and glorifies God. Since the time I believed in Jesus as my personal Lord and Saviour, I have come to see and taste the goodness of the Lord’s steadfast love, faithfulness, and grace in my life.

Sometimes such a statement can give the impression that the person who is so blessed by God has been spared of hardship in life and is numbered among the strong and sleek. This is far from the truth in most, if not all, cases. My story is not one of relatively untroubled roads and effortless accomplishments. Rather, I have been through deep valleys and steep climbs and felt the initial pangs of the Psalmist in Psalm 73. I have very much been “through all the changing scenes of life” (to borrow the title of a great hymn based on Ps 34). I have experienced the steadfast love of God not only when life is going well and full of His goodness but also in moments of abject weakness and distress—when “the storms of destruction” are upon us (Ps 57:1–3).

I have tasted the cup of life which for all of us has both sorrow and joy in it. My testimony is that the living God is full of “grace” to steer us through life’s contested journey, to give meaning to our experiences, and to lead us to a joyful fulfilment of our life’s purpose. This grace of God is for everyone.

Many of us live our lives in our own strength. We face life very much on our own. This is true even for those of us who have faith in God, and this can also be true for those of us who serve God as leaders. The running theme of this book is that the God who has drawn near to us in Christ Jesus longs to come alongside us, to live in communion with us, and to pour out His grace into every experience and endeavour in our lives. You are not alone. The God who is there wants you to know and to grow in the limitless grace with which He loves you. His grace will always be sufficient for you (2 Cor 12:9). By His grace you will fulfil His purpose for your unique life. There is hope for every pilgrim in life. To testify of this truth is one of the driving purposes for this book.

A robust quality of shepherding

The other driving purpose for writing is to encourage and strengthen pastors, including lay leaders, who have a responsibility for shepherding a group of people. By “shepherding” I mean caring for the lives of those in your group, relating them to each other, building them up in the faith, enabling them to grow in the Word and the Spirit, discipling them to walk in the footsteps of the Lord Jesus, and guiding them to live purposefully for God. That is why I have framed the sharing of my life story in terms of my experience in pastoral leadership.

For half of my life and to the present time I have been a pastor. I was ordained as a deacon in the Anglican Church in 1990 and consecrated as a bishop in 2005. I have served as a small-group lay leader, a parish priest, a vicar (senior pastor) of a parish church, and finally as the diocesan bishop of Singapore. Since retiring from office upon reaching the age of 65 in 2020, I have had the privilege of serving on the global leadership team of the Global South Fellowship of Anglican Churches (GSFA, a worldwide grouping of orthodox Anglicans in the Anglican Communion) over the last three to four years. Today, I continue my ministry in preaching and teaching, prayer, and pastoral guidance to present and emerging leaders. It is therefore in the domain of pastoral leadership that I have experienced the all-sufficiency of the grace of God—a testimony I want to pass on to you the reader together with the lessons I have gleaned in the art of pastoring.

Pastoral leadership is tough. And the present times that we find ourselves in are especially tough for various reasons.

The world is at a boiling point on several fronts. There is an unprecedented increase in the number of regions of armed conflict across the globe. The ones grabbing the headlines at the moment are the Israel-Hamas war in Gaza, the Russia-Ukraine war in Europe, the civil war in Sudan, and the dangerous military conflict between India and Pakistan over incidents in Kashmir. Tensions between superpower nations as well as between nuclear-armed nations are constantly in danger of erupting. Paralleling this is the parasitic growth of internal conflict within nations that involves violence and oppression between ethnic and religious groups that make up their population. The number of internally displaced people in need of housing and basic necessities keeps increasing at a phenomenal rate. The “birth pains” before the end of this age as we know it are increasing, as Jesus had taught (Mt 24:6–8, RSV).

The global economy somehow rolls on because people continue to chase the material life. But it is increasingly on edge because of unchecked national debt, spiralling inflation, and vulnerable supply lines. More recently, this has been compounded by a major disruption to the international order of trading agreements with the unilateral imposition of higher tariffs by the United States of America. To add to this instability, the lack of urgent and concerted action by the world community to address the causes of climate change point to the likelihood of cataclysmic upheavals in the days to come, signalled already by the increased frequency and intensity of natural disasters.

The moral compass and social life of nations are in flux. Under the sway of a hardening secularism, there is less acceptance of moral absolutes. Relativism and deconstruction have gained the upper hand in the realm of values and social institutions.

The contemporary mood is “every man for himself”—whatever social norms are agreed to, they must be seen to benefit and not injure the individual. The social organisation of everyday life left on its own atomises the individual and minimises the role of community in fostering self-identity and social solidarity. This trajectory even poses a challenge to the family as a core social institution. The result is that people’s lives are shadowed by a sense of anomie (normlessness) and alienation. This in turn increases the risk of self-destructive thoughts and habits. The other result is self-gratification with no moral boundaries. This spawns selfishness that exploits others and dehumanises oneself as a person. To use scriptural language to describe this phenomenon, the world is reeling dangerously in a drunken state because of “the maddening wine of her adulteries” (Rev 18:3, NIV). In a more gripping metaphor, the present world appears intent on dashing towards the cliff like a demon-possessed herd of animals (Mk 5:13).

The overall picture is grim. The days we are in are dark and tumultuous, yet not without hope. Will the present historic crisis, this intense time of difficulty and instability all across the world, be the immediate prelude to the final scene of the glorious return of Christ?

We ought not to speculate. Rather, we ought to be ready and to act as Scripture calls us to. First, while the darkness deepens, we have the Word of God which declares that the “light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it” (Jn 1:5). That is the ground for Christians to be a people of poise, hope, and good courage in chaotic times. Second, we are summoned by Scripture to:

“Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the LORD has risen upon you.

For behold, darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples;

but the LORD will arise upon you, and his glory will be seen upon you.”

(Isaiah 60:1–2)

This Scripture text gives us confidence that dark and tumultuous times will be harnessed by God to be the very conditions in which people and communities turn to Him through Jesus Christ. As C. S. Lewis famously said, “God speaks in our conscience, whispers in our pleasure, and shouts in our pain”. The hardships and distresses of the present time could well be God’s megaphone shouts of love to a wayward and rebellious world. Christians therefore are to arise with love and boldness to testify to God’s salvation in Christ by the testimony of their words, their lifestyle, and their good works. In this way, we shine the light of Christ in a time of crisis and darkness while there is yet time before the return of our King. Together with other pastors and friends, I am praying and labouring for a wonderful end-time harvest of lives and communities transformed by Christ.

Now what will produce such a strong and vibrant body of Christians for such a time as this? Clearly, we need renewal by the Holy Spirit and reformation by the Word of God. Now, according to the prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel, we also need a faithful, skilful, and passionate quality of shepherding by those in pastoral leadership (Jer 3:14–15; Ezek 34:1–16). We need shepherds who will lead the flock with “integrity of heart” and “skillful hands” (Ps 78:72, NIV), who will preach the Word with “fire … in [their] bones” (Jer 20:9) as well as with “complete patience and teaching” (2 Tim 4:2), and who will be “examples to the flock” (1 Pet 5:1–3). If this book serves in some small way to inspire and nurture this robust quality of shepherding among pastors to meet the challenges of today’s and tomorrow’s generation, it would not have been written in vain!
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