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One year into the pandemic, church services and religious gatherings in 
Hong Kong remain largely online as the city continues to reel from recurring 
outbreaks. Emergence of the “new normal” under social distancing restrictions 

has not only disrupted many of the church practices we once took for granted, but also 
posed significant theological questions regarding the nature of mission and pastoral 
care, and what forms they may take. 

To address these unprecedented challenges and gather the wisdom of good practices, 
the Mission and Ministerial Formation Committee of HKCC organized a webinar titled 
“Mission and Pastoral Care under Covid-19” on 4 February 2021. Moderated by Rev. 
Li Siu-Po, the session revealed several pandemic-related reflections from ecclesial, 
historical, and theological perspectives.

A new way of pastoral care

Rev. Wu Ka-Ho, rector of Kowloon Tong Alliance Church Yau Oi Church, recounted the 
shocking lesson they learned during the initial outbreak in early 2020. When worship 
services were first suspended due to the government’s social distancing restrictions, 
church offerings plummeted almost immediately. In the past, any changes in offering 
collection procedures would have been extremely difficult, involving lots of deliberation 
over a long period of time. In the unique context of the pandemic, however, most 
churches acted swiftly to put in place online offering channels across various payment 
platforms.

“The pandemic demands a new way of thinking,” Rev. Wu said. “The disease cannot 
separate us from the love of God. It is particularly important in difficult times like this 
for the church to rethink how we should live the Good News and deliver care to our 
parishioners.”

Rev. Wu also shared methods he and his team deployed to facilitate pastoral care in 
spite of the physical distance limitations typical of the pandemic era. For Sunday school 
programs, they invited honorary ministers and seminary professors to produce short 
videos, and introduced live question-and-answer sections to encourage the participation 
of parishioners. For cooking classes reaching out to the community, food packs and 
activity materials were sent to participants ahead of time, so that they could follow the 
class online in real time. Small gifts were sent to parishioners on special days to let them 
know they were remembered. 

        The “New Normal” of Mission and 
 Pastoral Care under COVID-19
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At a time when physical gatherings are not possible, Rev. Wu said, “The church should strive to improve how we 
conduct both online and physical gatherings, in terms of sermon content, presentation, and overall delivery. The 
church should not lag behind the world too much, if we are to tackle whatever changes that come our way.”

Rethinking the role of the church

The Very Reverend Chan Kwok-Keung, dean of HKSKH Holy Trinity Cathedral, reflected on the pandemic from a 
historical viewpoint. Drawing on the book God and the Pandemic by the Right Reverend N. T. Wright, Rev. Chan 
directed attention to a Christian perspective on the global crisis and what the church might do to mitigate the 
repercussions. 

“In the past year, for many, the church was bound within the four walls of the building, and concerned only with its 
own closure or not,” Rev. Chan said. “As the author reminds us, the church is a sacred space, but sacred space is not 
limited to the building. In the streets or in our society, it is the presence of God that makes a place sacred.”

Looking back in history, the church was always at the forefront of healing and care when humanity was hit by 
plagues such as smallpox and measles. And today, the work of God does not cease with the suspension of physical 
gatherings. “Christians should do what they can during this time. We need to be creative and attentive if we are to 
do the deeds of God and walk in his footsteps,” Rev. Chan continued.

Along with the author, Rev. Chan disagreed with claims that the pandemic is a sign of the End Times, or that God 
is judging the world through this disease. Instead, he said, “This is a time for the church to lament and to grieve, 
and to do what it can. Lamentation is not a sign of weakness but an expression of love, which the Psalms time and 
again remind us.”

The church, its essence and various forms

Dr Jason Tsz-Shun Lam, senior lecturer at the Melbourne School of Theology, offered his reflections on ecclesiology 
under the pandemic. In his observation of churches in Australia, the pandemic brought increases in congregant 
numbers in some churches, but losses in others. Many parish workers felt ambivalent whether they should still keep 
online church services once the pandemic is over, since parishioners might then find physical gatherings no longer 
favorable. But to keep both physical and online services is no different from running two churches at the same time, 
Dr Lam said.

Amidst diverse livestreaming of worship services, Dr Lam pointed to the question of the essence of the church. 

“The church is itself a sacrament,” he said. “The existence of the church is a miracle. Even after the Temple was 
devastated, the Jewish people still gathered outside to pray together and observe festivals, persevering generation 
after generation.” It was never about the form, but how we gather to proclaim the presence of Christ and become a 
community of mission. “There is not a way of gathering that will last forever. Just like the Tabernacle and the Temple 
in the past, God always does new things in history.” 

Dr Lam concluded by reminding the audience of the upside of the deficiency everyone has experienced during the 
pandemic: “It makes us yearn for a better future and work towards it.”

Rev. Li, Rev. Chan, Dr Lam, 
and Rev. Wu 
(from top left to bottom right)
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Hongkongers have always had a passion for travel. With 
pandemic travel restrictions in place, however, many have 

turned to explore the local scenery. While some enjoy having nature 
as our refuge during the pandemic, others worry that a surge in 
visitor numbers might overburden the local country parks.

On 17 December 2020, the eco-concern ministry of HKCC held an 
online seminar titled “Journeying in pandemic: From MacLehose 
Trail to Bible Trail Walk” to reflect on how humankind, nature, 
society, and spirituality interrelate. The discussion drew an interesting thread through the MacLehose Trail, the 
Oxfam Trailwalker fundraiser, and the Bible Trail Walk program inspired by it.

Elder Dr Wong Fook-Yee, honorary general secretary of HKCC and retired assistant director of the Agriculture, 
Fisheries and Conservation Department, recounted the history of MacLehose Trail, a landmark recreational facility of 
Hong Kong which he helped to build. 

Although discussions of preserving and opening up the countryside began back in 1960, little progress was made until 
Governor Murray MacLehose assumed office in 1971. A keen outdoor recreationist himself, the governor fast-tracked 
the establishment of country parks with the necessary resources, personnel, and policies. Between 1977 and 1979, 21 
country parks were designated under his governance, covering 40% of Hong Kong land.

The 100-kilometer hiking trail – named after the governor to celebrate his contribution – was officially opened during 
the fall of 1979 as a culmination of countryside developments. Crossing much of the New Territories, the trail links 
the city with the countryside, and connects humankind and nature. It not only served to foster an interest in hiking 
among the general public, but also became a footpath for the fundraising endurance event Oxfam Trailwalker that 
would later be trodden by many.

Mr Chong Chan-Yau, former executive director of Oxfam Hong Kong, was a key figure behind the transition of 
Trailwalker from a colonial army training exercise to a civilian event. After the 1997 handover and ensuing relocation 
of regiments, Mr Chong led Oxfam HK to continue organizing the event without the army. 

In Trailwalker, teams of four enroll to raise funds by completing a course of 100km mostly along the MacLehose Trail 
within 48 hours. Mr Chong remembered asking, “100km in 48 hours: is that even possible for ordinary citizens?” His 
worry was soon dismissed by eager enrolments and long waitlists. To support participants through the long haul, Mr 
Chong rallied thousands of volunteers to set up medical and refreshment stations along the route.

In recent years, the event hosted over 1,000 teams and raised more than HK$3 billion on an annual basis. It has become 
a trademark of team spirit and perseverance, attracting the participation of people from all walks of life. “Trailwalker 
is a showcase of the Hong Kong spirit,” Mr Chong said. “Facing the challenges of our time, may we be encouraged by 
such spirit and remember we will make it to the finish line sooner or later, together as a team.”

Rev. Chan Chi-Ho, minister at Kau Yan Church, Tsung Tsin Mission of HK, is a longtime supporter of the event. He 
first took on the challenge in 2010 with his seminary classmates, and was impressed by what the experience brought 
to them. “For some competitors, it’s about breaking records. To me, it’s about the experience of enduring challenging 
situations as a team,” Rev. Chan said. He continued taking part for the next 8 years, each year with a different team. 

One day, as he heard parishioners express frustration at their inability to read through the Bible in its entirety, an 
analogy between the Trailwalker and Bible reading dawned on him. He thought to himself, “The Trailwalker route is 
a long and difficult one. How did people manage to endure it?”

He devised the Bible Trail Walk program, modelling on the features of Trailwalker: parishioners enroll in the program 
as a team, pass the 10 check points one by one, and finish reading the whole Bible together. “We were surprised to see 
more than 80% of those enrolled made it to the end. Many were stunned by the fact that they were able to do it,” Rev. 
Chan said.

Retracing the path from MacLehose 
Trail to Bible Trail Walk

Elder Wong, Mr Chong, and Rev. Chan
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After a challenging year, the English radio ministry of the Religious Broadcasting and Television Advisory 
Committee (RBTAC) is alive and well in 2021, and has big plans to expand its English radio ministry – one 
program at a time. 

The RBTAC’s English radio ministry found itself at the proverbial crossroads in July 2020 when long-serving producer 
Rev. Dr Judy Chan retired. Because her position was subsidized, the RBTAC found itself with a huge budget gap, and had 
to suspend its two daily programs – “Reflections” and “Minutes That Matter” – while it sought new sources of funding. 

The good news is that the committee has managed to raise enough funds to continue producing its two weekly programs 
(“Thought for the Week” and the Sunday morning “Church Service” broadcast) for all of 2021, thanks to contributions 
from several participating churches, as well as a reasonably successful crowdfunding campaign. Its current sponsorship 
contract with RTHK runs until 30 June, and will likely be extended for the rest of 2021. 

The primary challenge so far this year has been (what else?) the social distancing restrictions due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, which has resulted in churches being closed. Apart from the impact on congregations forced to watch services 
on YouTube and Zoom rather than worship together, this has also made live radio broadcasts difficult. Many churches 
record their Sunday services in advance rather than stream live on Sunday, so often there’s nothing live to broadcast. 

On the other hand, those pre-recorded services can be (and are) used as a substitute for the live broadcast (with a little 
planning and creative editing). In this way, RBTAC is still able to keep its worship service broadcasts on the air. And 
they still manage the occasional live broadcast for churches that hold online services on Sunday morning that can also 
be broadcast on the radio. In March, All Saints’ Cathedral, Kowloon, and St John’s Cathedral, Central, both delivered 
the first live broadcasts of 2021. 

Hopefully they won’t be the last. With social distancing restrictions lifted in time for Easter services, we look forward to 
resuming both in-person worship and live radio broadcasts in April, and pray that churches can remain open. 

Programme revival

In the meantime, the obvious question is: when will the suspended daily programmes be back on the air?

It will require at least two things: a lot of prayer and a long-term funding strategy. 

RBTAC members are working diligently on both, but the funding gap is such that it will take time to corral enough 
financial resources to return to full-time production. Very likely, it will take until at least this time next year. 

That said, the committee is looking at ways to bring back at least one daily programme in the meantime – either 
“Reflections” or “Minutes That Matter”. 

Both have their fans – some loved starting the day with “Minutes That Matter” and its inspiring messages of faith and 
hope accompanied by beautiful music. Others enjoyed wrapping up the night with the comforting words of “Reflections”. 
(Plenty of people, of course, enjoyed bookending their day with both programmes.)

In any case, the RBTAC is determined to revive at least one of these programmes before the end of 2021. Which will it 
be? Stay tuned!
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The Staff Annual Meeting cum Presentation Ceremony was successfully held on 22 January 2021. Due to 
the pandemic, the ceremony was held at HKCS headquarters for the second consecutive year. Hong Kong 

nostalgia was chosen as the theme this year, with large flower plaques (or fa paai 花牌 in Chinese) as the stage 
backdrop. Colleagues enjoyed a wonderful day in the setting of a 1970s’ Hong Kong-style restaurant, wet market, bus 
stop and open-air food stall (dai pai dong 大排檔).

Forty people received the Outstanding Staff Award, 
and eight service units were given appreciation 
for their team spirit, professionalism, community 
participation and continuous improvement. 
Besides, four projects were given Outstanding 
Awards. These projects were designed and 
implemented by Small Group Home Service, 
Employee Development Service/Four Dimensions 
Consulting Limited, Children Rehabilitation 
Service and TALKPLS® working group.

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought unprecedented challenges to the Hong Kong community and led to 
growing unemployment and underemployment, with rising demand for food assistance. Hong Kong 

Christian Service launched the “Food Express Service” (for Kowloon district and Sai Kung Central) in October 2020 
with donations from The Hong Kong Jockey Club Charities Trust.

The “Food Express Service” is one of the initiatives of the Jockey Club 
Food Assistance Programme. Leveraging the established online food 
delivery platform of Corporate Social Responsibilities (CSR) partners, 
this eight-week service provides meals to individuals or families who 
became unemployed or underemployed during the pandemic in or after 
February 2020. To date, this innovative initiative has helped around 1,000 
individuals or families solve 
their urgent needs, including 
ethnic minorities living in 
Hong Kong. Priority is given 
to physically disabled persons 
or people whose living 
environment is inconvenient 
for cooking.

Joyful “old Hong Kong” gathering for CS colleagues

Timely food assistance for people losing jobs during the pandemic

www.hkcs.org

HKCS News
Hong Kong Christian Service
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2021 Joint Statement 

Abide in my love and 
you shall bear much fruit (cf. Jn 15:5–9)

The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity 2021 theme “Abide in my love and you shall bear much fruit (based on 
Jn 15:1-17)” was developed by the Monastic Community of Grandchamp, whose 50 sisters come from different 

generations, church traditions, countries and continents, dedicated to praying for the reconciliation and unity of the 
Church and of the human family. They remain faithful to a life of prayer and the welcoming of guests, sharing the grace 
of their monastic life with visitors and volunteers. In their diversity they are a living parable of communion. Their 
witness borne by their lives may drive Hong Kong’s various churches to better efforts towards unity. We all abide in 
Christ, make up different parts of His Mystical Body, perform our individual tasks, and may have completely different 
work and thought patterns. However, we must firmly believe that in Christ’s love, we are all united in this one Body.

According to the Grandchamp Sisters’ experience and wisdom, to abide in God’s love is to be reconciled with oneself. 
Jesus says “abide in me as I abide in you” (Jn 15:4a). A life which is balanced and fully integrated in Christ presupposes 
self-acceptance and reconciliation with our personal and inherited histories. Abiding in Christ is an inner attitude that 
takes root in us over time. It demands space to grow. It can be overtaken by the struggle for the necessities of life and it 
is threatened by the distractions, noise, activity and the challenges of life.

Additionally, only if we abide in Christ would we bear plentiful fruit. “My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much 
fruit.” (Jn 15:8) We cannot bear fruit on our own. We cannot bear fruit separated from the vine. It is the sap, the life of 
Jesus flowing through us, that produces fruit. Remaining in Jesus’ love, remaining a branch of the vine, is what allows 
His life to flow through us. By His word we bear fruit. As persons, as a community, as the entire church, we wish to unite 
ourselves to Christ in order to keep His commandment: “Love each other as I have loved you.” (Jn 15:12)

Moreover, abiding in Christ is what enables the fruit of unity to grow. Communion with Christ demands communion 
with others, because Christ is the source of all love. Divisions among Christians, isolation from each other, are a scandal, 
the antithesis of love. Christ’s prayer for unity is therefore an invitation to turn back to Him and to come closer to one 
another, rejoicing in the richness of our diversity. At the same time, efforts at reconciliation are costly and demand 
sacrifice. We are sustained by the prayer of Christ, Who desires that we might be one, as He is one with the Father “so 
that the world may believe that You have sent Me.” (cf. Jn 17:21)

Finally, although Christians abide in the love of Christ, we also live in the reality of a creation that groans as in the pains 
of childbirth as it waits to be set free (cf. Rom 8). In the world we witness the evils of suffering and conflict. Through 
solidarity with those who suffer we allow the love of Christ to flow through us. The Paschal mystery bears fruit in us 
when we offer love to our brothers and sisters and nurture hope in the world. Spirituality and solidarity are inseparably 
linked. Abiding in Christ, we receive the strength and wisdom to act against structures of injustice and oppression, to 
fully recognize ourselves as brothers and sisters in humanity, and to be creators of a new way of living, with respect for 
and communion with all of creation.

The Grandchamp Sisters’ experience and wisdom remind all Christians in Hong Kong that, in order to bear fruit, we 
must first abide in the love of the Lord, which means reconciling oneself with others, praying for communion with one’s 
brothers and sisters in God, and to walk hand-in-hand with all creation.

Diocesan Ecumenical
Commission of the 
Hong Kong Catholic Church 

The Ecumenical Patriarchate
Orthodox Metropolitanate
of HK and South East Asia 

Church Unity and
Relations Committee of
Hong Kong Christian Council

May 2021
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