
Towards Autonomy and Becoming 
The Methodist Church in Singapore

Organisation and Expansion

The Beginning

Methodism came to Singapore and subsequently Southeast Asia when Rev Dr 
James �oburn, an esteemed American Methodist missionary in India, led a 
mission team consisting of his wife, Anna, Rev William Oldham and Miss Julia 
Ba�ie, arrived at the New Harbour (now Keppel Harbour) on board the “S.S. 
Khandalla” on Saturday, February 7, 1885.    

Although their arrival was unplanned and unheralded, they were met by Mr 
Charles Phillips, the head of the Seamen’s Institute, who had a dream the night 
before urging him to meet the missionaries for whom he had prayed. 

Rev �oburn wasted no time and on the following day, a Sunday, held services at 
8.00 p.m. daily right up to February 22, 1885 at the Town Hall (now Victoria 
�eatre), secured with the help of Mr John Polglase, the Assistant Municipal 
Secretary.  

On the next day, February 23, 1885 Rev �oburn organised the �rst Methodist 
Church in Singapore and called it the “English Church” because it catered to the 
Europeans and British service personnel.  In December 1886, the English Church 
(now Wesley Methodist Church) moved to a new sanctuary in Coleman Street, 
designed by Rev Oldham. 

A�er establishing the �rst church, Rev Oldham, his successors and their 
team of missionaries continued their mission in Singapore which included 
the following:

Education 
Beginning with the opening of the Anglo-Chinese School in 1886

Social Outreach 
Reaching out to girls and women in need of help, with the assistance of Miss 
Sophia Blackmore who arrived in Singapore on July 18, 1887   

Medical Work
Started in 1889 with the arrival of Rev Dr Benjamin West, a trained physician 
who opened a dispensary in his rented house in Chinatown

�e pace of the early Mission, by any 
yardstick, was remarkable, se�ing the stage 
for brisk expansion not only in Singapore, 
but throughout the major towns of 
Peninsular Malaya (through the twinning of 
town churches with schools)  – Penang 
(1891), Ipoh (1896), Kuala Lumpur 
(1897) and Malacca (1904).  Further 
outward growth in mission took place in – 
Manila (1899), Java and Sarawak (1903) 
and Sumatra (1906). 

The church evolved through the years, more so during the Japanese 
Occupation (1942-1945) when local leaders had to assume leadership 
in the circumstances.  By the end of World War II, the mother church 
in America had become conscious of a post-colonial sentiment 
world-wide.  

Explorative studies and consultations eventually led to the passing of 
an Enabling Act at the 1968 General Conference of the United 
Methodist Church (USA) to form the A�liated Autonomous 
Methodist Church in Malaysia and Singapore.  �is was followed in 
1976 by the reconstitution of the Church into two separate Churches 
along national lines.  �e Methodist Church in Singapore (MCS) thus 
celebrates the 125th Anniversary since its founding in 1885. 

The Heritage -
A Short History of The Methodist Church in Singapore

Mr John Polglase, a one-man 
organiser in the early days of the 
Mission

New Harbour (now called Keppel 
Harbour) – Entrance to Singapore. 
(c. 1870) (photo courtesy of 
National Archives of Singapore)

�e �rst Methodist Church on Coleman Street 

Rev Dr James �oburn 

Mrs Anna �oburn

Rev William Oldham

Charles Jackson and missionaries, Rev 
Hobart Amstutz and Rev Tyler 
�ompson outside their cell in a photo 
taken just before the surrender of the 
Japanese forces in 1945.

MCS Constituting Conference, 1976

�e interior of the �rst church

No. 70, Amoy 
Street, where 
ACS was started

Anglo-Chinese School, Ipoh (c. 1898)

 Methodist Boys’ School, Kuala Lumpur, Std VI class 
and their teachers, Rev and Mrs Edwin F Lee (centre) 
(c. 1912)

First school, house and missionary residence, Sibu, 
Sarawak (c. 1903)

Rev Dr  Benjamin West     

Miss Sophia Blackmore 
(c. 1895)

Overvview
T

h
e H

er
ita

g
e



T
h

r
ee P

ion
eer

 M
ission

a
r

ies
Overview

Rev James �oburn was born in St 
Clairsville, Ohio to Irish immigrants and 
was the eldest of nine children. He began 

his ministry in 1859 when he arrived at Naini Tal in the foothills of 
the Himalayas.  As a preacher, administrator and visionary, he 
quickly became the most well-known missionary in India and 
became the Presiding Elder of the South India Conference in 1876.  
He was probably instrumental in encouraging his sister, Isabella to 
establish �e Isabella �oburn College in Lucknow which started 
in 1870 in a one-room schoolhouse and is still operating to this day. 

In 1888, he was elected the �rst Missionary Bishop of Southern 
Asia based in India, with responsibility for all Methodist work in 
India and Southeast Asia and remained so until 1904. He 
in�uenced expansion of the mission to Penang and the Philippines 
where he arrived and started work in 1899 at the close of the 
Spanish-American War. 

He had described his call to Singapore as his greatest missionary 
adventure.

Rev William Oldham was the son of James Oldham, an o�cer in an Indian 
Regiment.  His mother, Mary Burling, died when he was an infant, leaving him in 
the care of an “ayah” (Indian maidservant).  He and his wife, Marie, were young 
missionaries re-directed to Singapore instead of the original intention to teach at 
a boys’ school in Bangalore.  

Rev Oldham organised the �rst “English Church” and held evangelistic meetings, 
visited prisoners and established good relations with the Chinese business 
community. In 1886, he started the Anglo-Chinese School for 13 sons of 
Chinese businessmen in a rented shop house at No. 70 Amoy Street. �ey were 
taught by Oldham and his wife and several missionaries. Taking in some boys as 
boarders, he pioneered what became Oldham Hall. 

He was repatriated to America in late 1889, where he ministered at several 
Methodist Churches in Pennsylvania and Ohio, but returned to Singapore when 
he was appointed Bishop in 1904 to 1912 during which he served with great 
sacri�ce, spirituality and grace.

Born into a devout Wesleyan (English Methodist) family in a town, south of 
Sydney, Australia, Miss Blackmore had heard a great deal about missionaries in 
China.  A combination of “circumstances” for which some regarded as God’s 
guidance led Miss Blackmore to India and soon a�er to Singapore, answering the 
prayer of Mrs Mary Nind (Corresponding Secretary of the Minneapolis branch 
of the Woman’s Foreign Missionary Society [WFMS]) who had prayed in 
Minnesota hoping to sponsor and “send the Gospel to the women of the 
Equator”.

Miss Blackmore arrived in Singapore in July 1887 and soon saw herself actively 
engaged in upli�ing the condition of women of this city for the next forty years.  
Her most distinctive pioneering work here were the establishment of two 
schools, �e Tamil Girls’ School in 1887 (later renamed Methodist Girls’ 
School) and the Telok Ayer Girls’ School in 1888 (renamed Fair�eld Girls’ 
School in January 1913). 

She also set up the Deaconess Home where single women missionaries pooled 
resources and provided a home for girls seeking care and shelter.  Becoming 
known as Nind Home (a�er Mrs Mary Nind) a�er 1912, it provided excellent 
training for many girls who grew up to take their rightful places in society. 

Three Pioneer Missionaries

-

Bishop 
James M Thoburn 
(1836 - 1922) 

Bishop William F Oldham (1854 - 1937)
Miss Sophia Blackmore (1857 - 1945)
"The uncrowned queen of the mission"

Bishop James M 
�oburn (c. 1897)

Rev (later Bishop) William Oldham and his wife, Marie 
who together served with great love and sacri�ce

Miss Isabella �oburn , 
sister of Bishop �oburn 

ACS teachers and boys at the chapel (c. 1895)
�e le�er dated Sept 9, 1889 that Rev Oldham wrote to 
Dr Jonas Peck, Corresponding Secretary of the 
Methodist Missionary Society in New York. 
 “Dear Sir and Brother, 
I write to say that by advice of the Doctors I have hurried 
away �om Java whither I went to meet the Dutch 
Missionaries in their biennial Conference and am now on 
my way to a cold climate and skilled medical treatment. 
I am su�ering �om my liver and �om in�ammation of the 
peritoneum but these I fancy are largely symptoms of an 
enfeebled constitution and this long sea voyage will I think 
largely recuperate my strength. ….”

Oldham Hall, the Boarding Department (c. 1907) that 
could accommodate 100 boys who were charged $5, $10 
and $20 according to the food required by individuals

A view of the dining room of Oldham Hall (c. 1907)

Miss Sophia Blackmore, who 
led the way to the founding 
of schools, boarding schools 
and homes for girls

Mrs Mary C. Nind, Secretary of 
the Minneapolis Branch of the 
Methodist Woman’s Foreign 
Missionary Society (WFMS)

Methodist Girls’ School at Short Street (c. 1917)

Deaconess Home at Mount Sophia (c. 1894)

Miss Edith Hemingway (back row, extreme le�) 
and her Telok Ayer pupils of 1902, some of whom 
were boys.  Long before 1904, boys were admi�ed 
along with their sisters. 

Early Methodist work in Singapore and 
the rest of Southeast Asia owed its vitality 
to the e�orts of three missionaries:
 James �oburn, William Oldham and 
Sophia Blackmore
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Life on the Hill

Overview

The Methodist Church in Singapore has had a long association with Mt Sophia.

On a visit to Singapore in 1894, Bishop James Thoburn decided to purchase three properties at Mt Sophia.  

He was struck perhaps by the magnificent view these properties provided. 

However, Mt Sophia is not only about buildings as icons to be venerated.  Here, missionaries lived and 

young men and women were nurtured for more than a century. 

We hope to show you glimpses of what life on the hill was like through the photographs that follow:

Recollections of Methodist Girls' School (MGS) (11 Mt Sophia)

Memories of the Theological 
Training Schools  (7 Mt Sophia)

Old Girls’ race, Sports Day, 1959
A Sketch showing the di�erent buildings in the MGS 
vicinity (c. 1987).  
MGS vacated its Mt Sophia premises in 1992 and is 
now located at 11, Blackmore Drive. �e old buildings 
at Mt Sophia still stand today and are occupied by the 
“Old School”.

Teachers’ race

Old school

Students leading a chapel service (c. 1986)

�e Hundred Steps – the famous long 
trail of steps next to the Cathay Building 
providing a vertical passageway from 
MGS to the hustle and bustle of the city 
below (c. 1986)

�e familiar Chapel of the Trinity 
�eological College (�C), with the façade 
shaped in the Chinese character representing 
“Man” completed at the end of 1968.  �C 
has relocated to Upper Bukit Timah since 
2001 but this chapel is still standing today. 

�e Jean Hamilton Training School in 1905 at 
7 Mt Sophia – a gi� of Mr Samuel Hamilton in 
memory of his daughter, Jean.  (see inset) 
Note: Methodist training for church workers 
was pioneered in 1898 by Dr Benjamin West in 
Penang.

Students and Faculty of the pre-war Malaya Methodist 
�eological College (MMTC), 1941.  �e college is a 
result of a merger of the Jean Hamilton Training School 
and Eveland Seminary and is the forerunner of the 
post-war Trinity �eological College.

Chapel of Trinity �eological College in a solemn 
service of worship welcoming the �rst students to this 
interdenominational College, Oct 1948

Mrs Ellice Handy who became the �rst 
Asian principal of MGS in 1945, had a 
long association with the school dating 
back to about 1903, when she was only 
four years old

A classroom scene in the pioneering years

Teachers (Identi�able: Miss Ellice Zuberbuhler (2nd row, 
third from le�) Miss Lila Corbe� (back row, eight from le�) 
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Life on the Hill

Overview Boarders at the Deaconess Home 
(c. 1911).  �is home for girls 
was started on May 1, 1890 by 
Miss Sophia Blackmore.  It was 
known as the Deaconess Home 
until 1912 when it became 
known as Nind Home (a�er Mrs 
Mary Nind.)

Dormitories at Nind Home (c. 1930). 
�e old buildings of Nind Home 
survived the Japanese occupation in a 
sad state and were demolished in 1947 
to make way for a building programme 
started by Mrs Ellice Handy, the �rst 
Asian Principal of MGS. 

Nind Home girls celebrating 
Founder’s Day in May 1932.  At 
that time it had an enrolment of 
70 girls. 

Reminiscences - 
Homes of Missionaries
 /Conferences Held on the Hill

Methodist Headquarters 
(1982 - 2000) (10 Mt Sophia)

Images of Nind Home 
(Previously 6 Mt Sophia, 
renumbered to 11 Mt Sophia 
in 1932)

No. 5 Mt Sophia was home to Rev & Mrs F H 
Morgan who arrived in Singapore in 1895.  
Here, we see Rev Fred Morgan in his study 
(c. 1897)

Bishop Kao Jih Chung unveiling 
the plaque to commemorate the 
o�cial opening of the Methodist 
Centre. 

A glass mural in the foyer of the 
newly constructed Methodist 
Centre (c. 1982)

�e Methodist Centre was built at 
a cost of S$3.4 million and a�er 18 
months’ construction, was 
declared open on February 20, 
1982. 

Mrs Gusta Morgan and children having some 
fun (c. 1900)

Mrs Gusta Morgan (centre) at tea with friends 
(c. 1900)

A District Conference held on the hill (c. 1900)

No. 7 Mt Sophia was at one 
time home to Rev & Mrs 
William Shellabear whose 
family portrait is shown 
above. (c. 1895)
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General Conference
Bishop

Today, The Methodist Church in Singapore has a total of 44 local churches and a membership of 
38,000 under the above three Annual Conferences.

There are a total of 181 services held weekly in 16 different languages and dialects.

General Conference
Women’s Society of 

Christian Service
(GC WSCS)

Methodist Welfare
Services (MWS)

- 13 centres & outreach 
programmes

Methodist Missions
Society (MMS)

- 7 mission fields

Other Agencies:
• Methodist Co-Operative Society Ltd

• Disciple Agency
• Archives & History Library

16 local churches
(see list)

8 local churches
(see list)

20 local churches
(see list)

Trinity Annual Conference
(TRAC)

President

Overview

Church Leaders, from right, 
Bishop Dr Robert Solomon, the 
Rev James Nagulan, President of 
Emmanuel Tamil Annual 
Conference, the Rev Dr Wee 
Boon Hup, President, Trinity 
Annual Conference, and the Rev 
Dr Chong Chin Chung, 
President, Chinese Annual 
Conference. 

�e Methodist Church in Singapore at 
Methodist Centre, Barker Road

Our Present Structure

THE METHODIST CHURCH 
IN SINGAPORE

Chinese Annual Conference
(CAC)

President

Emmanuel Tamil Annual Conference 
(ETAC)

President

• 14 Methodist Schools 
in Singapore and 1 in Jakarta

• Methodist Schools’ Foundation
• Methodist School of Music
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Chinese Annual Conference 
(CAC) 

• Ang Mo Kio Chinese Methodist Church

• Bukit Panjang Methodist Church

• Changi Methodist Church 

• Charis Methodist Church

• Foochow Methodist Church

• Geylang Chinese Methodist Church

• Grace Methodist Church

• Hakka Methodist Church 

• Hinghwa Methodist Church

• Holy Covenant Methodist Church

• KumYan Methodist Church 

• Paya Lebar Chinese Methodist Church

• Queenstown Chinese Methodist Church

• Sengkang Methodist Church

• Telok Ayer Chinese Methodist Church

• Toa Payoh Chinese Methodist Church

Overview Emmanuel Tamil Annual Conference 
(ETAC)

• Ang Mo Kio Tamil Methodist Church

• Jurong Tamil Methodist Church

• Pasir Panjang Tamil Methodist Church

• Seletar Tamil Methodist Church

• Sembawang Tamil Methodist Church

• Tamil Methodist Church

• Toa Payoh Tamil Methodist Church

• Singapore Telugu Methodist Church 

LIST OF CHURCHES

Trinity Annual Conference 
(T�C)

• Agape Methodist Church

• Aldersgate Methodist Church

• Ang Mo Kio Methodist Church

• Barker Road Methodist Church

• Bedok Methodist Church

• Cairnhill Methodist Church

• Christ Methodist Church

• Christalite Methodist Chapel

• Covenant Community Methodist Church

• Fair�eld Methodist Church

• Faith Methodist Church

• Methodist Church of the Incarnation

• Kampong Kapor Methodist Church

• Living Hope Methodist Church

• Living Waters Methodist Church

• Paya Lebar Methodist Church

• Pentecost Methodist Church

• Toa Payoh Methodist Church

• Trinity Methodist Church

• Wesley Methodist Church
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eA WSCS member (in blue) teaching a 
group of Educationally Sub-normal girls 
at the Sophia Blackmore Hall

Nepal – Providing dental aid to the villagers

A WSCS member taking the blood 
pressure of a Cambodian woman during 
a visit to Cambodia in celebration of the 
10th Anniversary Celebration of 
Methodist work there.  

�ailand – Young volunteers giving an English lesson

A sta� at Tampines Family Service 
Centre conducting a cooking workshop 
for the children in the community.

A volunteer massages the hand of a 
resident, bringing both physical comfort 
and emotional support to her at the 
Bethany Methodist Nursing Home in 
Choa Chu Kang Ave 4.  

MCSL operates the Café and Dining Hall at the Trinity 
�eological College. 

A “DISCIPLE”  class in progress

Group photo of participants who have just 
completed the “DISCIPLE” programme

MCSL provides bereavement services 
through its wholly-owned subsidiary, 
Hosanna Bereavement Services Pte 
Ltd.

General Conference Women's 
Society of Christian Service 
(GC WSCS)

Methodist Missions Society Methodist Welfare Services Disciple Agency Archives & History LibraryMethodist Co-Operative 
Society Ltd 

The GC WSCS is the women’s division of 
�e Methodist Church in Singapore.  It is 
a�liated to the World Federation of 
Methodist  & Uniting Church Women (WFM 
& UCW) which provides a networking 
platform among the Methodist women from 
member countries through seminars and 
leadership training programmes. 

�e GC WSCS comprises Methodist 
women-members of the WSCS of each local 
church of the three WSCS Annual 
Conferences (CAC, ETAC and T�C).

WSCS women are trained in leadership and 
grounded in the Word of God and over the 
years, their commitment and valuable 
contributions have helped shape the following 
ministries:

• Missions:  To encourage involvement in 
mission work through discipleship, impart 
livelihood skills, support and raise awareness 
of missionaries’ needs

• Discipleship & Nurture:  To develop a 
deeper fellowship in Christ through bible 
study and an enriched prayer life

• Witness & Evangelism:  To be steadfast in 
doing God’s Kingdom Work with a heart of 
love to reach out to pre-believers

• Outreach & Social Concerns:  To re�ect 
likeness of Christ by reaching out with 
compassion to the needs of the disadvantaged

Formed in 1981, the Methodist 
Welfare Services (MWS) is registered 
under the Charities Act and is an 
Institution of Public Character (IPC).  

MWS serves the needy in the 
community regardless of race, language 
or religion. In providing social service 
through its 13 centres and outreach 
programmes, it helps to address 
prevailing social needs, touch lives and 
help build a compassionate and caring 
community in consonance with the 
Social Principles contained in the 
Methodist Discipline.  

Outreach services are provided to an 
average of 5,500 persons every month 
through:

   • 5 Centres for children
   • 4 Family Service Centres
   • A Hospice Home Care Service
   • 2 Homes for the elderly, destitute    
      and sick
   • A Bursary programme

The Methodist Missions Society 

(MMS) was formed in 1991 as an 

agency of the MCS seeking to establish 

indigenous churches in Asian countries 

by encouraging, enlisting and enabling 

Methodists to serve as missionaries.  

�ere are currently 36 MMS 

missionaries in seven Asian countries.  

�us, MCS and its constituent churches 

are actively involved in a programme of 

missions, much as they are the fruit of 

missionary effort 125 years ago. 

The Methodist Co-Operative Society Ltd  

(MCSL) was formed in 1995 with the objective of 

promoting the economic interest of its members 

based on co-operative principles.  It also encourages 

thri�, co-operation, self-help, mutual assistance and 

sharing among its members. 

It now provides some services in line with its roles 

and objectives and its key businesses are in the areas 

of bereavement services (under Hosanna 

Bereavement Services), Food Catering and Property 

Management & Cleaning services.  

The Archives & History 
Library (also known as �e 
Methodist Church Archives, 
Singapore) ful�ls the important 
function of keeping records of 
�e Methodist Church in 
Singapore (MCS).   

It therefore acquires, processes 
and maintains historical and 
archival material relevant to the 
MCS and welcomes interested 
persons who wish to understand 
how Methodist work began, 
expanded and evolved through 
the years 1885 to the present.

Although Discipleship 

programmes were informally 

introduced in 1991, the 

DISCIPLE Agency was 

o�cially set up in 1998. 

Its primary mission is to 

promote and develop a lifestyle 

of discipleship through the 

“DISCIPLE” study programme 

originated by the United 

Methodist Church and through 

other related programmes 

covering topics like lay training, 

stewardship, theology, bible 

study and contemporary 

Christian concerns. 

Overview

�e Methodist Archives, located at #04-01 
Methodist Centre

A Church Record book that dates back to 1895 
capturing records of baptisms, probationers, 
marriages, etc. 

A model of the �rst Methodist Church on 
Coleman Street displayed within the Archives

Anglo-Chinese 
School 

( Junior)

Anglo-Chinese 
School 

(Primary)

“The Best Is Yet To Be”
(1886)

ACS 
(International) 

Singapore

ACS 
(International) 

Jakarta

Anglo-Chinese 
Junior 

College

Anglo-Chinese 
School 

(Independent)

Anglo-Chinese 
School 

(Barker Road)

“To Grow In Friendship, 
Body & Mind”

(1924)

Geylang 
Methodist 

School (Primary)

Geylang 
Methodist

School (Secondary)

Methodist Schools’ Foundation

“With Perseverance 
& Endeavour”

(1960)

St Francis Methodist School

Methodist Girls’ School

“To Master, 
To Grow & To Serve”

(1887)

Paya Lebar 
Methodist Girls’ 

School (Secondary)

Paya Lebar 
Methodist Girls’  

School (Primary)

“Look Up, Lift Up”
(1916)

Methodist School of Music

Our present structure

“Pure & Honest”
(1888)

Fair�eld 
Methodist 

School (Primary)

Fair�eld 
Methodist

School (Secondary)

Our Methodist Schools
Our Mission:

That all pupils who 

pass through our 

portals will be 

individuals who are 

God-fearing, 

self-disciplined, 

responsible and 

law-abiding and have 

hearts that care and 

share


	Overview-1
	Overview-2
	Overview-3
	Overview-4
	Overview-5
	Overview-6
	Overview-78



