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(RE-)CONTEXTUALISING CONTEXTUAL METHODOLOGIES 

FROM THE GROUND UP: 

TOWARDS A SINGAPOREANISATION OF ASIAN HERMENEUTICS 

 

Abstract 

The multicultural context of Asia with decolonization of many nations in the last 

century has prompted the development of various contextual methodologies. While these 

methods have been proven effective in the part of Asia they originate from, it remains to be 

seen whether these methods are equally viable in other contexts. In this paper, I engage three 

main contextual approaches in Asia with a particular context in order to outline the 

theoretical issues involved at the epistemological level. These approaches, as identified by 

Sugirtharajah (2013) in his book, The Bible and Asia, are Pieris' symbiotic reading, Lee's 

cross-textual reading and Sugirtharajah's contrapuntal reading. Using the case study of 

Singapore, I argue how the context functions as a place of theorisation that not only assesses, 

re-shapes and modifies these methodologies, but also supplies its own contribution to re-

contextualise Asian hermeneutics. 

 

Introduction 

Ever since the mid-20th century as many countries underwent decolonization in the 

Third World to become independent nation-states, there has been a concomitant increase in 

efforts to recover indigenous knowledge in relation to the Bible. With contributions from the 

west such as that of Robert J. Schreiter (1985) and Stephen Bevans (2002), there have been 

renewed interests in local contexts and cultures, not least the need to respect and honour the 

differences between western and non-western contexts. Particularly in Asia, there has been 
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increasing scholarship looking at contextual theologies and their engagement with issues on 

the ground.  

In his book, The Bible and Asia (2013), Sugirtharajah surveys different ways that the 

Bible has been appropriated in the Asian context. In the contemporary age, he found four 

main ways that this has been done – dialogical readings that interact with the multireligious, 

multicultural environment of Asia; readings of marginal Asian communities; Asian feminist; 

and Asian diasporic interpretations. As I show later, Singapore is a multi-religious, 

multicultural city where Christians are mainly made up of majority Chinese from the middle 

class. Therefore, since many of the church communities are by no means marginal in 

Singapore society and have settled in Singapore for several generations, I have chosen to 

evaluate the contextual methodologies that Sugirtharajah (2013) has identified to be 

dialoguing with multi-religious and multicultural societies. These methods include Aloysius 

Pieris’s (2003) symbiotic reading, Archie Lee’s (1993, 2008, 2014) cross-textual reading and 

R.S. Sugirtharajah’s (1998, 2002, 2003, 2012) contrapuntal reading.  

In this essay I follow Medina’s (2013) understanding of context as a polyphonic space, 

irreducible to any single voice but instead consists a multiplicity of standpoints in dynamic 

interaction. Thus what contextual interpretation does is to negotiate a theory of reading that 

uses this theoretical understanding of modern contemporary contexts for the purpose of 

transformative praxis and identity formation. Therefore, by using the case study of Singapore, 

I aim to show how the context functions as a place of theorisation that not only assesses, re-

shapes and integrates these methodologies, but also supplies its own contribution to re-

contextualise Asian hermeneutics to the specific location of Singapore. 
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Overview of Singapore 

The beginnings of Singapore’s prominence could be traced to the time when the 

British East India Company first stepped foot on the island in 1819 so as to establish a port of 

call for their commercial operations. Initially the British did not have any interest in 

developing the local infrastructure until the late 19th century when according to Ooi (1991) 

the city demonstrated its economic worth in the region. In many ways, British colonial rule 

set up the foundations of education, healthcare, law and governance which are still largely 

intact even until today1. Following the end of the Second World War, owing to the failure of 

the British to defend the city from Japanese invasion and the rise of Chinese nationalism with 

the Cold War among other reasons, restlessness in the local populace gave way to nationalist 

aspirations. This became increasingly salient when Singapore gained self-government under 

the People’s Action Party (PAP) in 1959. The nation-building efforts intensified and after its 

independence in 1965, many measures were taking shape in the form of education, cultural 

and economic policies. The results of the work of the PAP today, which is still the current 

dominant political party, are well summed up by Clammer (2011, p. 462):  

a society that has taken the capitalist path, yet manages it according to 
socialist principles; one in which formal democracy exists within a 
highly authoritarian framework; a city state at the hub of Asian 
financial, commercial, and communication networks in which media 
is totally managed and censorship is rife. 

 

 

Reading With Other Religions 

One of the central boasts of the city is that it is home to a diversity of race, religion 

and culture. This is largely due to British colonial rule that made Singapore a thriving port 

                                                 

 

1 For a more detailed study of the history of Singapore, see the edited volume by Chew and Lee (1991), 
A History of Singapore.  
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which attracted migrants from as far as China. There are four official races acknowledged by 

the state – Chinese, Malay, Indians and Others2. In addition, there are also six officially 

recognized religions. The 2010 population census showed that 18.3% of the resident 

population is Christian, 44.2% Buddhists and Taoists, 14.7% Muslims, 5.1% Hindus and 17% 

not professing to follow any religion (Singapore Department of Statistics 2010, 13).  

Hence this multireligious context is potentially fertile ground for Pieris’s (2003) 

symbiotic reading. Drawing from his wealth of experience in Buddhist-Christian dialogue, he 

cautions against two pitfalls in inter-religious hermeneutics – either focusing too much on the 

similarities such that each religion loses their distinct identity and elided into one or 

emphasising the difference so as to impose one’s religious construct on the other. Instead, he 

calls for a ‘symbiotic’ reading which brings two religious texts alongside one another for 

mutual illumination. He argues that without such a venture, hidden meanings in each text will 

not surface. This could be achieved by firstly, gaining new insights into one’s religious text 

through reading another and secondly, reinforcing important aspects of each religion through 

positive resonances between both religious texts3.   

                                                 

 

2 The categories of race and religion in the census are formulated based on Singapore’s multi-racial 
policy. Put simply, the state essentialized and simplified race into four categories: Chinese, Malay, Indians and 
Other and associated it with other corresponding characteristics such as culture, language and religion (Chua 
1995, Chua 2003, Barr and Skrbis 2008). Under this synthesis, the state associates certain world religions with 
particular races: Chinese with Buddhism and Taoism, Malays with Islam and Indians with Hinduism (Barr and 
Skrbis 2008). In addition to Christianity which is not associated with any ethnicity, these religions are 
considered to be the main religions in Singapore (Chua 2003). 

3 Pieris (2003) demonstrates this through applying the soteriological association that the Bible draws to 
the notion of ‘the poor’ in Matthew 5 and Luke 6 to the understanding of appicchata (the detached ones) and 
daliddiya (the broken or downtrodden ones) in the Pali Tripitaka. While maintaining that the notions of poverty 
and soteriology in the Christian and Buddhist canon have their distinctive features, he nevertheless proposes that 
the link between the two made in the Christian scriptures help explain Buddha’s distress over his disciples’ loss 
of appichata because he is afraid that the power of money and ambition could undermine their spiritual health 
which is the sine qua non for Nirvana. In terms of positive resonances, Pieris (2003, 252) shows how the 
Christian and Buddhist texts agree that one needs to be free from materialism, yet at the same time material 
poverty is not a desirable state in society and therefore exhorts their respective communities to be ‘contrast 
societies’ that exhibit the qualities of ethical living with regard to wealth. This is therefore a demonstration of 
what he considers to be a symbiotic reading that is not ‘so Christian as to be unbuddhistic’ but rather, ‘a 
thoroughly Buddhist exegesis of the Pali Scriptures, originating in a biblical reading of it’ (Pieris 2003, 253). 
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Pieris (2003) most certainly represents an important step forward in contextual 

biblical interpretation that there is need to dialogue with religious texts in different contexts. 

Since his model is based on Sri Lanka, it is assumed that every part of Asia has its own 

religious tradition and therefore existing religious texts that are an integral part of it. 

Moreover religious tension has been a constant feature in the landscape of Sri Lanka after 

independence from colonial rule. Much as such efforts should be encouraged and even 

applauded, there are several issues that we should be aware of. Firstly, many religious texts 

have been complicit in perpetuating hegemonic power. Sugirtharajah (1998) pointed out how 

high literal Brahmin Hindu culture, in following the pattern of colonialists using the Bible to 

suppress local culture, has marginalised the local traditional expressions of culture. Similarly 

in China, Lee (2008) argues how Chinese culture is often conflated with Confucian tradition, 

thus silencing the diversity of local cultural expressions of the Chinese people. Therefore, 

religious texts in and of themselves are also troubled texts, deeply intertwined with imperial 

empires and other authoritarian powers. 

Secondly, this likely betrays a subtle Judeo-Christian bias - just because Judaism and 

Christianity are centred on their religious texts, it does not mean that other Asian religious 

traditions are similar. In fact, it would seem that it is more normative to find ordinary non-

Christians being unfamiliar with their own religious texts. Sugirtharajah (2001) troubles this 

assumption in India itself by pointing out that the most common translation of the Bible 

found before the colonial era, the Peshitta was also rarely read by the Christians of that time4. 

                                                 

 

4 Sugirtharajah (2001, 18) further points out that it did not seem to disturb the local Christians that the 
Bible was not in the vernacular to them, the Bible was more ‘a numinous object denoting the nearness and 
presence of God’ where it is not so much the contents but the ‘mystical and magical powers’ that commanded ‘a 
deep sense of reverence’. They would in all likelihood have rejected any copy other than the Peshitta as 
authentic and authoritative. Therefore, contact with the Bible seldom went beyond corporate worship and 
ecclesiastical gatherings and its teachings were normally mediated through liturgical rites. It was perhaps not 
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More pertinently in the Singapore context, it is unusual to naturally assume that religious 

adherents of the various major religions to be acquainted with their own religious texts. In 

fact, Tong (2007) argues that it is not possible to clearly differentiate the Buddhists, Taoists 

and Confucianists in Singapore based on religious texts and therefore prefers to call them 

more generically as Chinese religion. Furthermore, it is also hard to point out which religious 

text has been ‘traditionally’ handed down in Singapore’s history. This is because a large part 

of Singapore’s development was built by migrants from different parts of Asia who came 

here for the prospect of work and economics rather than religion. In addition, Singapore 

embraced western modernisation which has slowly alienated these religious traditions and 

their associated texts (Tong 2007). Therefore, it is relatively rare to find religious 

practitioners in general who could claim to have read their own scriptures, much less 

interpreted and applied them.  

Finally, these ancient texts, including the Bible, have not directly grappled with many 

contemporary issues facing the church. Even if one can argue that there are hints and 

antecedents of these phenomena we are observing, it would be reasonable to assume that the 

issues of colonialism, imperialism, neocolonialism and globalisation (just to name a few) are 

at an unprecedented magnitude. Therefore, conversations among religious texts alone would 

not be enough to bridge this historical ditch.  This is not necessarily restricted to the arena of 

praxis as we will see in the next section when we discuss about Lee’s cross-textual reading. It 

also implicates identity formation.  

That said, there are merits in interacting with Asian religions to re-discover the 

diversity that Asia as a continent has to offer. This is especially so in Singapore which 

                                                                                                                                                        

 

until after the Reformation which placed emphasis on the accessibility of the Bible to the person-in-the-street 
and the advent of the printing press that the contents of the Bible gained substantial currency in India. 
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followed current trends in the West by adopting a secular outlook with rapid modernisation. 

This included a heavy emphasis on technocracy and shifting education into the primary 

medium of English. As a result, Singaporeans have become increasingly more alienated from 

many Asian religious traditions that surround us. In addition to enhancing our understanding 

of other Asian religions, it should serve as a source of inspiration to help us re-imagine what 

biblical interpretation may look like and help us uncover different meanings that are relevant 

to the Singaporean context. By expanding the scope of a contextual reading beyond 

reconciliation between different religions to include discovery and inspiration, it widens the 

choice of resources from religious texts to looking at the legacies that religions like 

Confucianism, Buddhism and Hinduism have left for contemporary Asia5.  

In sum, there is no denying, on an inter-faith level, such inter-religious hermeneutics 

are necessary. Rather the concern is with the tendency to reify religious texts as high culture 

and thus, seemingly more worthy of conversing with the Bible to produce meaning. And most 

certainly in the Singaporean context, if a reading wants to remain true to its context, it cannot 

ignore the fact that the salience and influence of religious texts may not be as significant as 

other Asian nations like that of China or India. Nevertheless what Pieris’s proposal 

strengthens is the need for biblical interpretation to be in close conversation with the Asian 

context that it is applied to in order to effect change in society. I further his proposal to 

include legacies of religious traditions especially in the popular imagination of Asians that 

could help us reconceive what biblical texts may mean to Singaporeans. As I show later in 

the context of the Singaporean church, there is much need to dialogue with non-Christians 

outside the church beyond religious difference.  

                                                 

 

5 Here I am thinking of Mahatma Gandhi and Emperor Asoka in India and also how Confucian 
teachings are constantly kept alive both in governance and the popular media in many East and Southeast Asian 
countries as a few possible examples that Singaporean readers can consider interacting with. 
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Reading With Christian Communities 

The next method is Archie Lee’s (1993, 2008, 2014) cross-textual interpretation. He 

proposes local texts (which he calls text A) to be read together with the Bible (which he calls 

text B). As mentioned earlier, to him, text A should refrain from privileging sacred texts. 

Instead, it should broaden its search to include ‘historical events, peoples’ movements, daily 

experiences and human actions in community’ or what he calls ‘social texts’ (Lee 2008, 190). 

What distinguishes his reading strategy from Pieris’s (2003) is that while the latter is a form 

of inter-religious hermeneutic that is focused on reconciliation, Lee’s (2008, 197) concern is 

for 'renewed configuration of identity of Asian Christians in a wider community' that rejects 

'a static authentic identity recovered from the past or simply constructed from a narrowly 

defined localized site' because almost everyone in this globalized world has 'dual, triple or 

multiple identities'6. Furthermore, as Sugirtharajah (2013) points out, approaches like that of 

Pieris (2003) tend to be restricted to religious texts for comparison in inter-religious 

encounters but since Lee’s (2008) concern is for the identity of the Christian, the comparative 

‘texts’ include more than religious texts but more crucially ‘texts’ (such as traditions, 

folktales and songs) that have had major influence in forming the Christian’s identity prior to 

conversion. 

Thus I find Lee's cross-textual reading to be attractive as it seeks to keep its ear close 

to the ground on which ordinary readers tread. In terms of reach and engagement, it readily 

acknowledges that ordinary readers are not mere recipients of the exegetical fruits of western 

                                                 

 

6 He speaks in light of situations like the growing underground church in China where many Christians 
hold on to two ‘traditions’ – their Asian heritage and their newly acquired Christian identity.  So he is offering a 
method that would help Chinese Christians negotiate their hybrid identities that are being formed in the midst of 
conflict, past and present. 
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critics or even conversations among their religious specialists but active participants in the 

process of finding meaning from the text. This is especially so if one considers this in light of 

Singaporean Christianity. 

Christianity was introduced to Singapore during the time of British colonial rule in 

1819 by the Anglican Church which was the official church of the East India Company. The 

first missionaries who were also the first Congregationalists came as part of the London 

Missionary Society’s Ultra Ganges Mission. Soon after, other denominations including 

Catholicism settled in Singapore (Goh 2005). Therefore we find that Christianity was 

introduced relatively later than other religious and cultural traditions. This resulted in the 

formation of Christians who are caught between the traditional cultures they come from and 

western Christian traditions. Thus one can see the relevance of Lee’s proposal of cross-

textual reading in this context. Furthermore, Lee’s method has the potential of going beyond 

the conflict with their traditional roots to engaging with the everyday struggles of Christians 

living in a rapidly modernising city through the social texts that are close to them.  

However, using social texts that are close to Christian communities is also a double-

edged sword. In the last few decades, Christianity in Singapore has been experiencing steady 

growth, attracting mainly the Chinese from middle to upper middle class especially among 

the Pentecostals (Goh 2010). A recent study conducted in 2013 by Chong and Hui (2013) on 

Christianity in Singapore, showed that majority of the respondents are Chinese at about 95.1% 

with a noticeably low representation of Malays at 0.1%. Most of the respondents were either 

from the emergent middle class that had achieved upward mobility or already privileged 

socio-economic backgrounds. In one of the rare few studies on Christianity in Singapore, 

Goh (1999) highlights that many churches resemble North American Protestant 
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Fundamentalist7 movements, especially the Pentecostal variant. In terms of reading the Bible, 

many churches in Singapore share similar emphases on the primacy of evangelism, inerrancy 

as the basis of authority of Scripture and dispensationalist teachings that breed a spirit of 

exclusivism and separatism. These emphases can be seen from a study of Protestant 

Christianity done by DeBernardi (2008, 137) from 1995 to 2005 who found that much of 

financial resources and time are devoted to activities like ‘spiritual self improvement, Bible 

study, social services, community outreach and missions’. In addition to the tendency to 

breed exclusivistic communities that are generally averse to inter-faith interactions beyond 

the scope of conversion, the churches have also engaged in public debates that are similar to 

their counterparts in North American Protestant Fundamentalism movements such as the 

sanctity of life and centrality of traditional family structure8. Just as Ammerman (1991) found 

that there is great affinity between these values and emphases with the middle class white 

communities, we find similar relationships within the Singaporean churches which are largely 

majority Chinese and middle class. Thus, the emerging picture of the church in Singapore 

seems to be that of a church that constantly sees itself under siege from secular society and its 

main engagement is through the language of conversion9.  This is further compounded by the 

                                                 

 

7 North American Protestant Fundamentalism has been studied from various angles. To understand the 
movement from a sociological perspective, see Ammerman 1991. In terms of biblical interpretation, Barr (1981) 
remains one of the most comprehensive scholar. See also Boone 1991.  

8 Christians were involved in the public square over the issue homosexuality on at least 2 occasions. In 
2003, they opposed the government opening up top civil service jobs to homosexuals (see Tan and Lee 2007 for 
further details) and in 2009, a group of Christians allegedly took over the Association of Women for Action and 
Research (AWARE) because their Christian convictions did not agree with the organization’s position on 
homosexuality (see Chong, 2011 for further details). For National Council of Churches Singapore’s (NCCS) 
statement on this issue, see http://info.nccs.org.sg/joom837/index.php/m-statements/13-s01 (last accessed 21 
May 2014). Furthermore in the 1970s, when state sought to legalize abortions, the church also actively 
intervened to influence legislation (see Ho 1993; Tan 2010 for further details). 

9  Tong (2007) in his study of religion in Singapore has highlighted several instances on how 
Christianity tends to interact with society. Using the example of ancestral worship, he showed how conversion 
to Christianity means complete abandonment of these traditional practices that has led to increasing tension 
within many traditional Chinese families. It seems to suggest that Christianity is mainly open to engaging 
society on the terms of evangelism. 
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fact that these churches are still able to relate to society in this way ironically because of the 

wealth and power they possess. 

From the point of view of contextual reading, this poses many problems as the church 

would not engage with its context other than within the four walls of its own community 

which has largely embraced western forms of Christianity. Reading the Bible then conforms 

to a closed form of conservatism that is inimical to other religious faiths and cultural 

movements. This constitutes one of the commonly raised objections in western literature that 

reader-oriented approaches tend to domesticate the text (Thiselton 1992, Barton 1996)10. 

Without as it were, allowing a perspective external to the community, such domestication 

would be inevitable. This results in an anemic reading that does not challenge local 

communities to transformation. Returning to the viability of Lee’s cross-textual reading, we 

find that it becomes inherently problematic. As Christian communities tend to be rich, 

powerful and situated well within the mainstream of western conservatism, it is not difficult 

to imagine that the preferred ‘social texts’ would tend to support these values of exclusivistic, 

quietist forms of piety that potentially dislocates the church from its wider context. Hence 

what is needed in contextual reading in Singapore is a type of reading that would disrupt 

these bases on which many Christian communities are built on. Here we turn to 

Sugirtharajah’s contrapuntal reading. 

 

 

                                                 

 

10 That said, the proposal of historical critical scholars like Barton (1996) and Thiselton (1992) which 
are prominent approaches taught in many theological institutions in Southeast Asia are equally problematic. As 
Bevans (2003) points out, no one can read apart from one's context. Historical critical methods though claiming 
a guise of objectivity, are also products of the socio-historical location in the West. Put differently, as feminist 
and liberation and postcolonial scholars have been constantly pointing out, historical critical methods allow 
white conservative male values of western Christianity to be easily smuggled into the reading. For example, see 
Schüssler Fiorenza (1988) who has made one of the most coherent and succinct argument on this point. 
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Reading with the Other 

Sugirtharajah (1998, 2012) has adapted work in the secular discipline of 

postcolonialism to the work of biblical studies. Here he proposes that the text needs to be 

interrogated for its colonialistic biases through colonial discourse analysis. Colonial discourse 

is constituted by caricaturing heroes and villains in a binary fashion. Those who are depicted 

as heroes are given a human face, a higher calling and moral authority. On the other hand, 

those who are villains are vilified, dehumanised and often portrayed as the quintessential 

enemy that needs to be vanquished. So in order to better highlight how the text others those 

outside the community, he proposes contrapuntal reading in which ‘texts from metropolitan 

centres and peripheries are studied simultaneously’ (Sugirtharajah 2003, 16). In this light he 

sees the Bible and associated literature emanating from traditional western historical critical 

methods as the centre and the many cultures of the Third World as well as minority 

scholarship both in and out of the West as the periphery. Thus contrapuntal reading is situated 

in the matrix of power and politics of biblical studies and calls for reading mainstream texts 

with neglected texts so as to recalibrate the imbalances and fill in the silences.  

It is not too difficult to see how this proposal is essential to the Singaporean context 

where the blindspots of the church created by its privileged demographic are potentially big 

and even dangerous. One of the key tendencies of churches in Singapore which resemble 

North American Protestant Fundamentalism is to reduce the Other into a mere object of 

evangelism. This includes vilifying other religious traditions as backward and superstitious 

which then justifies the mission of the church to save non-Christians from them. Therefore, 

postcolonial approaches are useful in deconstructing these images that have been built 

through their interpretations of the Bible by reading contrapuntally with neglected texts. 

However, there are also several issues with applying the postcolonial approach to 

Bible reading in Singapore. Postcolonial approaches, by virtue of its discipline, tend to draw 
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on the conflicted past between the colonial Christianity and the Third World and therefore 

focuses more exclusively on contrapuntal reading with other religious faiths in the region. 

This is especially since one of the chief problems of colonialism and missionary activity in 

Asia was the systematic silencing of other religious traditions (see Sugirtharajah 2001; Lee 

2008). Furthermore, postcolonial approaches are prone to being too absorbed in identifying 

colonial discourses in modes of production of text and meaning, be it in ancient or 

contemporary contexts (Horsley 2003). Put differently, the issue with a postcolonial approach 

is that it tends to deconstruct the text for its hegemonic tendencies without any recourse to 

any form of reconstruction. Hence we need to mindful that there are limitations, both in terms 

of choice of neglected texts and use of hermeneutical tools, in helping ordinary readers in a 

particular context to form their identities or formulate their praxis.  

It is here that I propose a decolonial turn is needed. In a recent essay published by  

Banazak and Ceja (2008), The Challenge and Promise of Decolonial Thought to Biblical 

Interpretation, they argue that a new turn in Latin American studies called decolonial thought 

which is an emerging paradigm seeking to challenge the current modern way of thinking 

holds significant potential in transforming biblical interpretation11. While decolonial thought 

shares with postcolonial approaches the need to expose ‘intellectual distortions of modernity 

and the concrete oppression brought by five hundred years of colonial domination’ (Banazak 

and Ceja 2008, 114), one of the main differences is that it does not employ a heuristic tool 

based on the experience of colonial domination. In other words, it seeks alternatives to 

colonial discourse analysis which on careful thought, is also another theory created in the 

                                                 

 

11 The three main contributions they see that decolonial thought can make are recovering a communal 
way of interpretation that brings together readers from both western and non-western contexts, relating empire 
in Scripture to the contemporary global situation and challenging the tendency to isolate biblical studies as a 
secular, academic discipline. 
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West and exported into contextual methodologies. Rather than seeing the disruption at the 

level of text, decolonial thought goes further and problematizes at the level of epistemology. 

In this regard, one of the foremost thinkers in this field, Walter Mignolo (2000; see also 

Mignolo and Tlostanova 2006) suggests the use of border thinking. From the standpoint of 

world systems thinking, he argues that on one hand, there are the dominant ways of thinking 

mainly constructed and determined in the Euro-American West and on the other hand, 

submerged epistemologies over-written by the spread of modernity, not least facilitated by 

colonialism. Therefore, what border thinking does is to first recognize the borders between 

the hallowed West and the subalternized rest and then carefully clear out discursive space for 

these non-western epistemologies to enunciate themselves.  

What does this mean for reading the Bible in Singapore? Rather than seeing the 

location in which the Bible is read as a source of data to be mobilised in the above 

methodologies, we need to reconstitute local perspectives and use them to read the text more 

heuristically. Put differently, the different contemporary social texts should be read 

empathetically with the purpose of eliciting the lens of local people. This is of course on the 

assumption that cultural actors in their respective localities are at the frontlines of negotiating 

culture and identity. As pointed out earlier, context is a polyphonic space that is immensely 

diverse. Thus a contextual reading needs to be diligent in elucidating subalternised 

standpoints and perform the laborious yet potentially fruitful task in bringing them together 

into what Schüssler Fiorenza (2009) calls ‘a republic of many voices’.  

So how can the foregoing discussion of the different methodologies be brought 

together to read the Bible in Singapore? Using the location of Singapore as an integrating 

centre, we need to embrace Pieris’ call to dialogue outside the church, Lee’s empathy towards 

what is closest to the hearts of the Christian communities and Sugirtharajah’s call to be 

conscientised to how the other is colonised even in today’s context while at the same time 



 
 

15 
 

acknowledging that we need different perspectives from the ground up to illuminate the text 

in a contextual way. Taking this into consideration, it stands to reason that the social texts 

that should be read alongside with the Bible in Singapore has to be drawn from the stories of 

the marginalised in Singapore, not least those that have been alienated by the churches 

themselves. On one hand, while we try to avoid elitism that may come with reading other 

religious texts, we should be attentive to its cultural legacies in the wider region of Asia and 

Singapore itself especially its effects on the popular imagination. On the other, we should 

include cultural works about and from the Malay Muslim communities, foreign workers, the 

elderly, LGBT enclaves and so on. These various social texts should not be subordinate to a 

pre-determined theory by the elite reader but respected in their own right to enunciate a 

particular view to the biblical text. The important quality that we are looking for in these 

social texts is what Freud (2003) calls, uncanny. These unfamiliar texts retain a haunting 

familiarity which largely comes from being in the same context as the Christians. As such, it 

has the potential to intimidate and destabilize, excite and inspire our reading of the Bible. 

Therefore, we are able to move from a deconstructive mode to a reconstructive mode that 

elucidates meaning that helps the ordinary Christian readers to understand his identity and 

praxis in context by drawing closer to the Other. In respecting the otherness of the Other as 

an important conversation partner, it is hoped that reading the Bible in the Singaporean 

context becomes transformative not only for the reader but also for his community and the 

wider world that his community is situated in. 

 

Concluding Reflections 

In conclusion, I have chosen in this essay to (re-)contextualise existing contextual 

methodologies in Asia to the Singaporean context by engaging these methods with the local 

context as informed by social scientific studies. In addition, the three dominant methods 
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tested were selected mainly for their propensity to respect dialogue with the local context. It 

was found that Pieris’s proposal of symbiotic reading emphasised the importance of dialogue 

in contextual based methods because it highlighted the need to engage religious texts in the 

local milieu. Despite this advantage, it is very likely in the Singapore context that most 

Christian readers, belonging to upward mobile class that has embraced modernisation of 

society, would have never read their religious texts before converting to Christianity. 

Moreover, being a largely migrant society, it is highly debatable whether non-Christian 

religious texts would feature beyond the confines of their respective religious specialists. 

Here Lee’s corrective in cross-textual reading to broaden the range of conversation partners 

to include generic social texts that the ordinary readers are more acquainted with are welcome. 

The aim is to seek resonances that can contribute to formation of hybrid identities that is at 

home in the multicultural society of Singapore. However the issue is that given the relatively 

homogeneous demographic of the churches in Singapore as majority Chinese belonging to 

middle to upper classes, they would tend to favour cultural sources that conform to the values 

of this particular ethnic and social class such as patriarchal values and the traditional family 

construct. It is then hard to avoid domestication of the text which might lead to a failure of 

conscientizing Christians to issues facing wider society, much less the world. Sugirtharajah’s 

suggestion of contrapuntal reading that destabilizes the biblical text is helpful in edging the 

Singapore audience one step towards realising their own colonial biases but the issue remains 

of what sources ought to be privileged. Moreover, there is no reconstructive element in this 

approach that may help to build what is needed in terms of praxis and identity formation in 

Singapore. It is here I suggest that the Singaporean church has to preferentially choose 

sources of contemporary cultural actors in Singapore who are at the frontlines of negotiating 

identity in Singapore while keeping an eye out for potentially useful influences from Asia 

itself. These could be cultural reflections and expressions of and about the margainalised in 
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society, such as the minority communities like Malay Muslims, LGBT, foreign workers and 

so on. Such resources would include novels, films, plays, artwork, music and the list goes on. 

Enjoining a decolonial epistemic, I argue that these sources need to be respected as being able 

to yield their own lens that can be mobilised to read the biblical text rather than subordinating 

them to theories emanating from the elite auspices of the academy.  

In all likelihood, Singaporean churches are by no means exceptions but part of a 

larger global trend of church development in many parts of the world. If that were true, then 

there are a few lessons from the Singaporean context that could inform or affirm how 

contextual methodologies are synthesized in other contexts. Firstly, there is need to respect 

the context as a source of theorisation that can inform and possibly reform not only at the 

level of exegesis but also at the level of epistemology. Secondly, in order to do so, it is 

unavoidably an inter-disciplinary exercise where different disciplines – social sciences, 

literature, political science and so on need to be brought in to negotiate a theory of reading 

that would be used to apply the text to context. Hence the contextual scholar is akin to an area 

studies specialist who is the jack of all trades and (in defiance of institutional pressure to 

specialize,) a master of none. This is because ultimately the point is not to benefit an 

established institution or guild of scholars but ordinary readers who have placed their trust in 

scholars. Thirdly, the socio-historical location of a particular context is a natural integrating 

centre for different approaches in view that every context is in and of itself a multi-layered 

complex reality and serves as a useful heuristic tool at the epistemological level. Finally, the 

byproduct (or main product?) of such an endeavour is the possible venacularisation of 

methodologies used in the academy because this allows ordinary readers to use sources that 

are accessible to them in terms of language competency and relatable experience. This then 

democratizes the space of exegesis where now both the specialist and ordinary readers can 

meet to negotiate the meaning of the text for the local context that it is read in. 
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The formation of contextual theologies was prompted by several enlightened western 

missionaries who saw the need to allow the indigenous to take over the work on the ground. 

Perhaps it is time that scholars relinquish keeping the ordinary Christian reader at arm’s 

length and seeing them as objects who passively receive the exegetical fruit of our research 

work. Rather we should work harder at creating discursive spaces for ordinary readers to be 

participants and partakers of generating meaning from the text. I hope this review and 

subsequent suggestions have contributed to moving contextual methodologies in that 

direction. 
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