
rofessional violinist Bernice Ooi has performed in major festivals 
and graced many a famous stage across the world. Since January 
2017, she has been playing second violin in the Royal Swedish 
Opera Orchestra. This is a milestone in her illustrious journey as 
she doesn't consider herself a naturally gifted musician or one 

who works hard enough at it. Instead, the humble young violinist views 
the whole trajectory of her life as one that’s been charted by God. 

Bernice started violin and piano lessons when she was six. When 
she was 13, her piano teacher organised a trip to the UK for her to visit 
and audition at several specialist music schools. Bernice was accepted 
into Wells Cathedral School, which surprised her because all she knew 
then were basic techniques. 

"I'm sure that was the hand of God," she says. "There was nothing 
that I think was favourable in my playing. To be a good musician, you 
need to have good rhythm, good sound and good intonation. These are 
objective. The subjective part covers interpretation and musicality. I 
was bad in all the three objective elements. Maybe they saw that I just 
loved music and had some potential.” 

Bernice worked hard to improve her skills. During summer 
breaks, she would participate in festivals or music 

programmes. From Wells, she went to the Indiana 
University Jacobs School of Music and graduated 

with a Bachelor of Science majoring in violin and 
mathematics, a Master of Music, and a 
Performer Diploma. After so many years of 
learning, she was ready to play to the 
world. 

Landing a full-time job, however, 
was not easy.

"After leaving school, I was 
involved in several training orches-
tras, like the Civic Orchestra of 
Chicago and Hyogo Performing 

Arts Centre Orchestra. Training 
orchestras act as stepping 

stones to a real job. So the 
whole time I was in 

training 
orches-
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Living out God’s purpose for her life in Sweden. 
(Photo by David Lim of Essence photography)
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If God wants 
me to be in 

Sweden to play 
music that I question, 
and be here to impact 

people like my Albanian 
friend Lola, then I’ll 

stay on.
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tras, I was still auditioning for full-time jobs. And always, I 
was failing." 

Nevertheless, Bernice continued to audition wherever she 
could, including the US, Japan, New Zealand, Denmark and 
France. Sometimes she would make it to the second or third 
round, but failed at the last. Twice she was offered to work 
aboard cruise ships, but she declined as she wasn’t sure how 
life on cruise ship would affect her faith.

"I didn't want to be in situations where I would 
compromise my faith. Not to say that I'm not strong 
enough but to be at sea for six months in cramped 
living quarters with strangers and a high chance of a 
party culture on board is rather tempting."

Halfway Across the Globe
Eventually, Bernice returned to Malaysia in 2014. 
She auditioned for the Malaysian Philharmonic 
Orchestra but again didn't get a full-time position. 
Instead she became a 
regular substitute. It 
was a blessing in 
disguise because she 
was then able to 
freelance as a violinist 
and teach at UCSI 
University. She also 
co-founded the Ensem-
ble Virana, a group that 
plays chamber music 
and organises work-
shops and projects for 
the local educational 
institutions.

During the summer 
of 2016, while perform-
ing for the Weimar Bach 
Cantata Academy in Germany, Bernice decided to visit her 
sister in the UK. There, she came across an audition for the 
Royal Swedish Opera Orchestra.

"When I got their repertoire, I didn't want to do it because 
it was all opera stuff. I've played opera, but I've never played 
opera excerpts in an audition situation, which is very stress-
ful. If you don't advance, that's it. To go all the way to Sweden 
to play for only �ive minutes is not worth it, right?  

But she went anyway, thanks to her sister’s persuasion 
and free �light tickets from her.  Thank od for her sister 
because Bernice was one of the two who got hired out of the 
20 who auditioned! 

"I was just very shocked because I was so used to failing. I 
was so happy that I said yes right away."

After the initial euphoria had died down, Bernice had to 
consider the implications of her job. It wasn't just the fact that 
Sweden is liberal where issues like homosexuality and 
abortions are embraced and parental discipline frowned 
upon. She was also concerned about the kind of music she 
would be playing.

"This is opera, where every day someone dies for 
it. It's super dramatic. In their love for opera, they 
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would do whatever – backstab, even kill,” she explains. 
Hence, Bernice was unsure if she should be part of some-

thing so ‘dark’. She continued to pray and asked others to pray 
alongside her. As time went on, Bernice was further assured of 
God's will.

"The whole journey of getting that job was miraculous. I 
didn t really want to go but my sister bought the �light tickets 

for me. It really felt like God's gift." She 
recalls an analogy she once heard in a 
sermon, "Suppose you receive a gift but 
the packaging is so nice that you don't 
want to open it. To actually enjoy the gift, 
you have to open it. So, I felt that God had 
given me a gift and if I didn’t go, I wasn’t 
opening it. I wouldn’t experience what He 
had for me."

On an. , , she �lew to Stockholm, 
still unsure and yet assured it was God's 
calling.

Living Out Faith
It’s been months since she started playing 
in the Royal Swedish Opera Orchestra. 
Although she still struggles, she is starting 
to understand her purpose there as a 
Christ-follower. She is unashamed of her 
faith and church (Calvary Chapel Stock-
holm), and that has stirred curiosity. 

One of the �ive �inalists at the audition 
was an Albanian girl, and we’ve become 
really good friends. Once she came to stay 
with me and became really interested that 

I read my Bible every day. I brought her to church and I feel like 
I've been able to touch her life. There have been others who’ve 
asked me about my faith. 

“Sweden is a very secular country, but people actually 
haven't been that hostile."

To further con�irm her current season in life, ernice was 
recently granted tenure �ive months earlier than scheduled. 
Tenure means they can t �ire you  Again, this is od’s favour.

So, Bernice can now play for the Royal Swedish Opera 
Orchestra for as long as she likes, even until retirement. But 
whether she chooses to live in Sweden for the rest of her life – 
with summers in Malaysia – is yet to be decided. All Bernice 
knows and wants is to remain faithful to God and to whatever 
God has called her to.

"If God wants me to be in Sweden to play music that I 
question, and be here to impact people like my Albanian friend 
Lola, then I’ll stay on. I've been very blessed. These past few 
months, I've seen God's favour on me and I'm very glad that I’m 
here in Sweden. I know this is God’s gift." 

With that, Bernice encourages all young aspiring musicians 
to pray always and trust God to lead.

"God takes you to places you will never imagine. Firstly, you 
have to work really hard. You have to practise a lot and know 
your basics. And then have faith that God has the best plan for 
you."

(Interviewed by Goh Chee Beng)

Celebrating her work as a gift from God. 
(Photo by David Lim of Essence photography)
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