Emergency committee for human rights

in Singapore .

GLOBAL MEETING SET FOR SINGAPORE IN JULY 1991:

. WORLD METHODISTS APPEAR TO ENDORSE GOVERNMENT POLICY

METHODISTS‘BREAK ECUMENICAL FELLOWSHIP

Many influential Christian bodies have recommended that
international church meetings not be held in Singapore pending an
improvement in the human rights situation and the withdrawal by
the Singapore Govt of the allegations made against the Christian
Conference of Asia. These bodies include the World Council of
Churches, the Christian Confersnce of Asia, the National Council
of Churches in Korea, the Uniting Church of Australia, the
Methodist Church of New Zealand and several other ecumenical
bodies in the Asian region. (Resolutions appended.)

The detainees, their families, ex—detainees under restriction
orders, justice and peace workers, clergy and many church people
in Singapore need the pastoral support of the international
Christian fellowship at this time. To appear to lend support to
repression of the church by holding a major international
conference in Singapore is the last thing they need.

The introduction of the Religious Harmony Bill is the final phase
in the attack to undermine the autonomy and independence of the
church.

However, the World Methodist Council (WMC)} has apparently

dismissed these considerations and decided unilaterally to
proceed with its World Methodist Conference in Singapore in 1991.

SUPPORT FOR WHOM?

There are at least two main wavs of understanding this decision.
The first is that the WMC thinks it will give valuable support to
a beleaguered Singapore Methodist Church by going to Singapore.
If true, this is a legitimate and acceptable decision. But there
is little evidence that the Methodist Church as an institution
has been either supporting the detainees pastorally or opposing
the Government's repressive measures. Some individual clergy
have been sympathetic but there has been no supportive
institutional action. On the contrary, the Methodist Church has
withdrawn from the Christian Conference of Asia under Government
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pressure.

]
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Or, perhaps the World Methodist Council may consider itself able
to influence the Singapore Government towards less repressive
policies simply by its presence there in 1991, However, this
would be a gerious under—estimation of the political skill and
resources of the Government. More 1likely is that the Government
will use the opportunity to convert the aglobal Methodist
congtituency to its own way of thinking and it may well achieve
considerable success in this endeavour. Having enjoved first-
¢lasgs accommodation, state—of-the—art conference facilities and a
consumer's shopping paradise, delegates may depart convinced that
such material benefits outweigh the denial of human freedom and
justice which, in Singapore, is largely invisible to a visitor.

There ig far greater evidence for the second way of understanding
this decision: the WMC has been misinformed or has acted on
inadequate information.

METHODIST COUNCIL MISINFORMED?

It seems more probable that the World Methodist Council is
misinformed by its own contacts in Singapore who, undoubtedly,
have made their own political accommodation with the Singapore
Government.,, Also, like all major Christian churches in
Singapore, the Methodist Church has influential members of the
ruling party among its congregation.

There is also the possibility that the WMC has been assured that
it can critically discuss or raise any issue within iis
conference in Singapore and that other viewpoints on the
Singapore situation would be welcomed. It is possible that such

agsurances have been accepted at face value,

GOVERNMENT MANIPULATION INEVITABLE

No matter what brave words may be uttered within the conference
in 1991, the government—-controlled media will use the event to
justify govermment policies. There will be photos of imporitant
Methodist leaders meeting with Singaporean Methodist leaders or
even Government officials. There may be reports of the concerns
Methodizsts have about apartheid, Third World debt, theological
renewal or the greenhouse effect. But, if a critical speech on
Singapore 1s reported at all, it will be placed in a small
column, probably with a description of the speaker implying that
he/she is not very representative, while the rest of the page
will be full of ztatements and "news"” implicitly or explicitly
neutralising that statement. There will be many local pastors
susceptible to government pressure to make counter statements
about foreign church people interfering and not understanding the

Singapore situation.




The government may take.the opportunity, to repeat in the media
the allegations against the detainees torshow why the Internal
Security Act and the Religious Harmony legislation are necessary.
Some unsuspecting delegate might be inveigled into agreeing and
this will be splashed across the front page of the Straits Times.

Within the Conference, Singapore speakers may well be disarming
in their admission that, like any society, Singapore has its
problems. However, it will appear a comparatively minor issue
and it will be difficult for the debate to be taken up further.
Also, it is hardly polite in the Asian context (or any other) to
¢criticise one's hosts or to pass resclutions criticising their
government without their support. Thus any moves in this
direction are likely to fail on the floor of the conference or to
be misreported in the unlikely event that they succeed.

Should any spirited delegates have ideas about a human rights
demonstration, they will discover the Government has contingency
plans to contain them and to turn any public actions to its own
advantage. It must be assumed that the Internal Security Dept
will have the conference under heavy surveillance.

The World Methodist Council has thus left itself wide open to
government manipulation and to¢ being used to endorse repressive
policies, specifically the detention without trial of church
workers and the present legislation to control all religious
bodies, The international media or the media in other countries
may give a different picture but, within Singapore, the World
Methedist Conference will almost inevitably be used as a pro-—
government rally whether or not its organisers intend it.

The detainees, socially—committed Christians in Singapore and the

churches themselves will be left to cope with the continuing
repression and the misrepresentation of their situation.

POLITICAL DETAINEES - S0 WHAT?

The implications of the Singapore situation for the global
Christian fellowship may not be immediately clear. It is the
particular steps the Singapore Government has taken against the
church which require an international response. Singapore is
leading the way in legislative suppression of the church similar
to that previously experienced by the churches in Eastern Europe.
Unless the Singapore Government is faced with global pressure to
reverse its measures, then other states in Southeast Asia are
likely to follow.

Abuse of human rights or the existence of political prisoners are
not in themselves necessarily sufficient reason for boycotting
Singapore as a conference venue, Almost no Asian country would
pass this test. In this regard it is important to note that the
National Council of Churches in Korea, a body with vears of
experience of government human rights abuse, is among the most




forceful in its call for the World Methodist Conference to find

another venue,

The NCC-K recognises thé,political significance

of the Singapore Government's attack on the church for the Asian

church as a whole,

AMERICAN METHODIST SPEAKS OUT

American Methodist and President of the US National Association

of College and University Chaplains,

the Rev Dr James Stuart,

vigited Singapore last September for the habeas corpus hearing of

detainee Mr Vincent Cheng.

Dr Stuart is at present chaplain to a

New Zealand university and thus he represented the Conference of
Churches in Aotearca—-New Zealand and the Uniting Church of

Australia.

introduction of the '"religious harmony” legislation,

In his subsequent report, made prior to the

Dr Stuart

recommended that an alternative venue be found for the World

Methodist Conference and stated:

Iaplications for the Global Christian Fellowship

It is clear to ae froa sy experience in Singapore and
troa developaents since that the situation there soses
& very particular probles for churches and ecusenical
boties elsewhere,

It is not siaply 2 matter of Singapore having political
prisoners who are Christian or who have sorked with
church organisations. Although this is serious enoush,
the isplicatisns qo beyond the iamediate huaan rights
concerns to questions of the freedos of religion and
the universzal nature of the church,

Hany countries in fisia have prisoners of conscience who
are held without trial for indefinite periods,
However, Bingapare poses a special probles for the
global Christian fellowship hecause of the faliowing
factors:

1. The Singapore Bovernsent has acted directly against
the  church, targetting it specifically as the latest
institution which has te be crushed in case spae
critical voice aay be effectively raised fros within
it,

2 The lIoral church leadership  of  all  the
depominations has been rompletely silenced and dare nob
even care pastorally for  those sho are victimised by
the governeent, :

3. The Governsent has ewpelled with tspunity the
headquarters of the ecumenical council of churches for
Asia, the CLA. This hac zerigus isplications for other
gtuaenical  hodies and scumenicalliy-coasitted
dencrinations. To relate to the Singapore Governeent
or to hold internatinnal mestings in Singapore hefore
thiz matter ic resolved is to lend moral support to
thiz axpuleion and to the detentipns.

By its actions to date, the goverpaent has ensured
that  interpational ecuaenical links have been
nestralised or rendered inoperative,

4, The intensity eof repression is such that few even
dare o pray for the detainees during public worshis.
It is forbidden to do so at regular Sunday worship and
so weekday Hasses by the delainees’ friends and
tapilies are held,

3. In the region, Singapore is taking the lead in
stppressing the church. 14 it is shle to do so with
ispunity and without a woridwide reactisn then other
countries will alsa increase their repression.  The
arrest of the Singapore detainess in 1987 was followsd
within & few months by similar arrests in Halaysia,

The actions of the Singapore Governsent are a direct
attack on ihe foundations of the Christian faith: that
fod’s redesative spirit peraeates the whole of creation
and that all of husan life is the fundasental concern
of Christian discipleship, The Christian understanding
of justice, peac# amd the integrity of creation is
updersined By such actions and policies,

Unless there is a stropg obiection fros churches around
the world and international pastoral support for the
detainess and their fasilies, the life and witness of
the churches in Boutheast fisia may beroae increasingly
subjert to goverpment policy,  The sresent silepce of
the church leadership in Singapere probably signals the
duress they are epder or perheps the success of the
governeent in already engendering the kind of
Yeadership which suits it,




METHODIST VOICES

]
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There are undoubtedly some clergy and lay people in the Singapore
Methodist Church who are unhappy with the ISA detentions and the
attacks on the church. However, it is unlikely that such people
can move into leadership positions or exercise leadership in the
present context. In August 1988, the Methodist Church
publication "Methodist Message'" carried a feature on church—-state
relations with statements from clergy.

Rev WEE Boon Hup (Asst Pastor, Wesley Methedist Church) stated:

"There is one danger — the church may be lulled into a state of
complacent trust in the state achieving the same ends that it
condones whatever shortcomings committed as inconsequential
compared with other achievements of the state. It is precisely
in such an environment that the church's role as a critic of
state policies is as important as its supportive role."”

Rev Dr KANG Ho Soon (Pastor, Pava Lebar Methodist Church) stated:

"Just as a sovereign nation must uphold the principle of self-
determination, the Church, in order to maintain its integrity as
the Church of Jesus Christ, must protect itself from those who
seek to control it. The Church's mission and action must proceed
from its conviction and confession of faith that "Jesus Christ is
Lord"”. The first Christians sacrificed their lives because of
this confession. This simple but all-embracing creed has become
a creed for all Christians down through the ages."

GOVERNMENT THEQLOGY

However, it would appear that the guiding theclogy of the
Methodist Church is now to bhe stated by the government. Senior
Minister of State for Education, Dr TAY Eng Soon, said in January
that "Christians, and not the Church, should get involved in

politics”. While the Church had views on morality, ethics and
justice, the way to present them to political leaders was to
avoid public posturing and forming pressure groups. "To do so is

to participate in partisan politics and this invites counter-—
blows and is unproductive. Rather, it should convey its views
quietly and calmly and through private channels." (Straits Times
Weekly, 17 February 1990.) Translated, this statement means that
the church as an institution has no social or prophetic role in
society but may act merely as an advisor to the existing power
structure. Further it is a threat that if the church tries to
influence public affairs by taking public positions, then it can
expect retaliation from the Government. The events of recent
vears testify that this is no idle threat. Dr Tay, an elder in
the Methodist Church, was speaking "as a church member and not a
memher of the Government".




METHODIST CREDIBILITY

-

Whatever theological generalities are uttered by Methodist Church
leaders or politicians, the continuing detention without trial of
ecumenical hostage Vincent Cheng and civil rights lawyer Teo Soh

Lung and the tightening legislative nooge around the churches is

the reality against which the credibility of the faith of the

Methodist Church will be judged.

WORLD CRUNCIL OF CRURCHESR
Gentral Comsittes Reselution, Hanover, 1988

"The expulsion of the Christian Confersace of Asia froa
Sinpapore by the Singapore Governsent at the end of
1987, in addition to infringing blatantly the rights of
the ecusenical body, reflects a pattern of viclation of
husan rights which chould be of special concers to the
churches,

The expulsion of CCA from Singapore has raized four
targer issues which should cause profound concern to
the churches, Firstly, the functioning and
participation in organisations of churches and other
religious bodies are part of religious liberty
including the freedea of associstion that goes with it.
Curtailaent of such rights is of particelar concern to
the ecusenical movearnt.

Secondly, the government’c artions raises again the
serious  theological gquestion of the  churches’
understanding of and response to the critical realities
of church-state relations.

Thirdly, the Singapere governsent’s expulsion of CLRA
followed the deteption without trial under harsh
security laws of social and comsupity workersy azong
thes were several who are church related.

atteapt tn denigrate the ecumenival ecrganisation by
falsely lipking it to “subversive aovesents® and
*plois®,

The General Serretary of the BOC in a letter to the
general Secretary of the CCA siroagly criticised the
action of the Gingapore government  against  an
srusenical organisation on the  basis of false
accusations, "RBoth because of the support of the ¥IE to
the OCH ip its activities and because of its oup
understandipg of the aissipn of the church the &L
rejects the altegations of the Singapore governaent,®

3z

{THEREFORE]

The Central Cosaittee of the HEC, aseting in Hanover,
Federal Republic of Germapy, in Pugust 1988,

1. strongly protests agsinst the action of the
Bingapore government in espellipg  the Christian
lonference of Asiz fros Singapore;

2. ralls the attention of aeaber churches to new
disturbing trends regarding religious likerty and human
rights in several Asian countries;

3. asks the Beneral Becretary to comvey io the
governaents of the countries the concerns espressed in
this statesent and seek opportunities aleng with the
ECA and the churches in the region to explain to thea
the pature and functioning of scusenical bodies;

4, affirss ite support to the €A, national councils
and aesber churches in Asia in their sfforts to prosoie
hugan rights and work for justice as part of their
witnezs in ebedience to the goepei;

3, A5 A BYHBOLIC ACTION IN BUPRORT OF CCA, RRCORKENDS
THAT CHYRCHES AND THEIR RELATED AGENCIES SERIUSLY
COHSIDER ARSTAINING FROH USING SIHGAPDRE AIRLINES AND
FROM HOLDING ECUMENIEAL MEETINGS IM SINGAPORE UNTIL

al  there is a guarantee from the Singapore goversaent
that all accredited delegates are allowad to enter the
country;

b} there is 3 guarantee of freedoa of the press in
Singagore,

. asks the beneral Secretary to sonitor carefully the
dgevelopaents, to  take appropriate actiens in
tonsuttation with the CCA, national councils and aesber
churches apd take steps for new ecuaepical strategies
in response in the challenges of the pew situation,”®




CHRISTIAM CONFERENCE OF ASIA

The CLR s the ecomenical council of the aajor Asian

churches {zere than [00 sesber churches and founcils in
approvisately 20 countries), Supsequent to its
dersgisiration and expulsion from Singapore, the CLA
kas plainly enable to hold any meetings there again and
ite staff are still upable to visit Singapors,
Therefare, CCA’s resolutions do not deal directly with
the helding of ssetings in Singapors. However, CCA has
gxpressed its opposition to the Horld Hethodist Council
proceeding with its conference in Singapore,

LEA’s stand is pade clear by the follewing resolutics
passed at  the LCR Exerutive Cospittee Heeting, Hanilg,
Septeaber 1988:

"HHEREAS:

the Singapore governsent sade  unwarranted  and
unsubstantiated allegations against the Christian
Conference of fisia and in pursuance thereef arbitrarily
tlosed down the offices of the OCA in Singapore on J0th
Dleceaber, 1987;

the Singapore havernaent alsc detained during last year
a nusber of church relaled workers as well as olhers:
spap of. thes still contipue to he held in detention
under Singapore’s Intarnal Security fAct;

the Emergency Cosmittes Heeting of the CCA held in Hong
fong in Ppril, 1988 debated and consiuvdered at length
the Singapore siteation and in purseance thereef fook a
decision te address an open letter to the sesber
Ehurchs of {CA...

IT IS NOW THEREFORE RESDLVED THAT CCR  SHOULD
HEHCEFORTH:

- imstruct its staff npt ta travel on Sinpapore
Airlines;

- infore all participants cosing for CEA Seainars,
Horkshops,  fonsuitations,  exposure  prograsess,
visitations and meetings that CCA will not pay for
travel on Singapore Airlipes;

- urge its aesber Churches, Hational CEouncils,
fraterpal organisations, related agencies and pariner

firlipes;

- that such syabelic action should continue till the
Singappre governaent withdrass its uncalled for and
upwarranted allegations against COA;

- releases the persens presently detained under the
Internal Security fct.”

HATIONAL COUNCIL OF CHURCHES IN KOREA

In protest at the SHingapere sovernment’s espulsien of
the Christian Cenference of fisia in 1987, the NLEX
Executive foamittee on 18 Novesber 1989 unenimonsly
adopted a set of reselutions as follomss

1} To ask the Yorld Cowncil of Churches to notify all
participanis of the HOC/JPIC #orld Convecation net to
use Sisgapore Airlines for their travel to Seoul in
Harch 1990y

2 To recoseend o member churches and related
peumenical bodiss not to use Singapure Airlines whes
they host international gatherings in Seoul;

3} To recomsend the same action shen aesber churches
send delegates fo international aestings abroad;

4} To notify these resplutions to the Singapore
goverpaent and Singapore Airlinss;

5) 70 BEND A LETTER 7O THE HORLD HETHODIST COUNCIL
EXPRESSING REGRET OVER ITS DECISION TO HOLD 175 GENERAL
AGSEHBLY IN SINGARORE.




HETHODIST CHURCH OF HEW ZEALAND

&t its fnnual Conference in 1989, the Hethedist Church
of New 7ealand passed the following resolution:

This Conference, noting the recent and ongoing human rights violations ’by- the Singapore
Government and the recommendations of the Christian Conference of Asia, receives with
regret the news that the next World Methodist Conference will be held in Singapore, Tt calls
on the World Methodist Council, through its Social & International Alfairs Commiitee, to set
up a Working Group to monitor the Singapore situation and consuft with the Christian
Confercnce of Asia and World Council of Churches and ta make an interim report 1o later
than September 1950, '

That a small work group be set up by the Council for Mission Unit 4 (Christchurch) in
consultation with the CCA-NZ International Affairs Desk (which is associated with the
Catholic J.P.D, Commission) to: -

i) provide pastoral support for the detainees and their families as part of global
Christian concern.
i) work (hronghout New Zealand for the immediate release of the detainces,

(in particutar Mr Vincent Cheng and Ms Teo Soh Lung) and the ending of
harassment, intimidation and imprisonment without trial of church workers,
Trade Unionists, university personnel, lawyers and other groups of people
who work for an open and just democracy in Singapore. It affirms that
- Christians who are involved in such work for justice, witness to Gospel
- priorities and that "the Church is required to bear witness lo governmenls
that they Told their mandate and their power from God ubove™. (CCA News
Mar/Apr 1988)" ’




