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Church of Our Saviour, Singapore 
hen the Anglican 
Church of Our 
Saviour felt the 
need for a new pre
mises to accommo
date its fast

expanding congregation, it fitted in with 
certain directions of Christian worship 
current in Singapore. Firstly, the Church, 
after it became charismatic in the late '70s, 
enjoyed a resurgence and experienced a 
fast rate of growth, similar to the other 
charismatic churches within the Protes
tant faith. Secondly, the Church acquired 
and transformed an old cinema into its 
house of worship. With the decline of the 
movie industry in the early '80s, such 
conversions were common place; in fact, 
there are about ten such Protestant chur
ches in all. 

The main emphasis of the charismatic 
churches, unlike that of the orthodox, is 
on the works and power of the Holy 
Spirit. By acknowledging the important 
role of the Spirit, today's Christians can 
experience the joy and spirit-filled life re
miniscent of the early Christians. 

In the case of Church of Our 
Saviour, the most striking aspect of its 
Charismatic nature is in its Worship ser
vice. Its prevailing mood of celebration 
brings to mind the final passage in the 
Book of Psalms: 

"Praise Him with tmmpet sound; 
Praise Him with harp and lyre' 
Praise Him with timbrel and dancing; .. . 
Praise Him with resounding cymbals ... " 
The service begins with a continuous 

round of songs, accompanied by a band 
complete with piano, violin, electric 
guitars, xylophone, cymbals and drums. 
This is complemented by the congrega
tion's spontaneous and rhythmic clap
ping, with some individuals taking on a 
freer mode of expression - whether in 
the stretching out of hands, kneeling or 
swaying and dancing injoy, as prompted 
by the Spirit. This usually climaxes in a 
contrasting mood of hushed awe, with 
the congregation chanting harmoniously 
or praying in tongues. Then, in a mo
ment of meditative stillness, individuals 
from the congregation speak out of vi
sions and prophecies as granted by the 
Holy Spirit. Following a full sermon, the 
service is concluded by yet more spirited 
singing, after which the congregation 
marks the occasion by a thunderous 
round of applause. The service is celebra
tory and there is a deliberate attempt to 
play down the burden of guilt. Indeed, the 
union with God is cause for rejoicing. 
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When the design brief was outlined, 
together with a full schedule of accom
modations, only a brief but clear state
ment was made regarding the image of 
the building: it was to be "nothing like an 
orthodox Church". It was thus, to be 
more a gathering place that would reflect 
the new spirit of this Christian move
ment. Recognising the powerful impact 
of its service as being synonymous with 
the Church, we therefore decided to 
translate the celebratory spirit of the 
worship service into tangible forms to 
reflect this image. 

The building acquired was a typical 
cinema designed in the '60s, and located 
in the town centre of an old public hous
ing estate. A landscaped plaza - com
mon meeting place for residents - graces 
the front of the building. One side of its 
facade length faces an open carpark, 
while the other faces a very busy major 

The original cinema building before renovation. 

road, alongside of which runs a recently 
completed subway line. As the building 
is unfenced, residents and passers-by can 
wander at will, through the open spaces 
of the building. It is therefore a highly 
visible and accessible building. 

The building proper was a rather 
mundane "box" comprising essentially a 
large hall, foyer spaces and some small 
rooms. While generally drab in appear
ance, however, a measure of luxury and 
detail has been focussed on the public 
foyer and verandah spaces. Mosaic tiles 
of various colours and patterns adom the 
walls while the floor boasts an interesting 
multi-coloured patchwork pattern of 
terazzo tiles. Juxtaposed with these 
finishes is a prominent blue-and-silver 
checkered ceiling. Together, these 
finishes form a gleaming pastische that 
gives the building its 60's touch. 

Nearly 1000 square metres has been 





Above: View of the original cinema "box", painted 
in a bright yellow, with all the additions shaped in a 
multiplicity of forms. 
Far left: Part view of the east focade focing an open 
car park. 
Lift: External view of the pastoral workers room at 
the rear focade. 

added to the original building, mainly as 
classroom and office space. The building 
is sited close to the set-back lines on 3 
sides, with the fourth side (facing the 
carpark) to be reserved for future expan
sion. Under such constraints therefore, 
the extensions are added either over the 
stage area within the cavernous volume 
of the building, or attached externally to 
the facade that overlooks the open car-

park. The additions that are visible exter
nally are shaped in a multiplicity of 
forms, expressed in diverse geometries 
and configurations. This provides the 
necessary elements of scale to contrast 
with the huge "box", but more impor
tantly they create, in three-dimensional 
form, a sense of vibrancy and dynamism 
- a visual celebration. 

In the course of renovating buildings 
of the 60's, finishes are, more often than 
not, demolished for their association of 
being outdated and "cheap". In reaction 
to this and elevating such usually dis
carded materials to a new status of 
acceptance, (not unlike the Memphis 
thinking in this case), these finishes are 
retained as part of the new design. In the 
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View of the verandah where old finishes are 
retained as part of the new design. 

case of Church of Our Saviour, this attI
tude, coupled with practical budget con
straints, meant that our treatment to the 
surfaces literally grew out of the finishes 
of the 60's idiom. The unique juxtapos
ing relationship of complex patterns, 
shapes, colours and textures so typical of 
these finishes is recognised on its own 
visual and aesthetic merits. These retained 
finishes are enhanced when they "in
teract" with the new elements, giving 
them a new lease of life. Conversely, the 
new elements extend and augment the 
unique aesthetic quality of the old 
finishes. This symbiotic relationship of 
the old and the new, reverberates 
throughout the entire building to create a 
sense of liveliness and jubilation, com
pleting the theme of celebration. 

Devoid of conventional symbols and 
forms, how then, is the building to be 
recognised as a church? An eye-catching 
banner spanning the entire facade facing 
the major road will declare evangelistical
ly, 'Jesus is Wonderful" (This will be 
affixed when the subway line is in full 
operation) . 

The cinema hall with its mezzanine 
gallery is quite readily adaptable as the 
sanctuary. The only major structural 
work is at the stage area, with the inser
tion of 2 additional floors which serve, 
visually, to focus attention on the stage. 
Acoustic treatment was also given due 
attention. The entire side-walls were re-



1. Main Sanctuary 
2. Classroom 
3. Sound control room 
4. Caretaker room 
5. Baptismal pool 
6. Stage 
7. Verandah 
8. Foyer 
9. Home cell leaders room 

to. Upper sanctuary 

Second floor plan. 

11. Pastor's office 
12. Administration/secretaries' 

office 
13. Printing room 
14. Pastoral workers' room 
15. Conference room 
16. Upper sanctuart (Access at 

2nd storey) 
17. Void 
18. Basement First floor plan. 

Third floor plan. 

profiled and the original absorptive mate
rials replaced with reflective ones to con
vert the acoustically "dead" space to one 
that resonates. This is essential to the 
ambience of the service and proclama
tions of visions cal1 now be clearly heard 
throughout the sanctuary. 

The conceptualisation of the hall is 
given a more literal definition - on the 
theme of creation. It uses as its starting 
point, an aluminium decorative piece that 
used to adorn the side wall of the hall. 
Crafted in the form of planets complete 
with encircling orbits, the symbol of the 
former theatre, Venus, has a certain 
child-like, whimsical quality about it. 
Together with 3 other "celestial" ele
ments in the form of lightning and clouds 
lit at strategic positions within the vast
ness of the hall, multi-directional vistas 
are created. Various shades of white give 
the generous volume of the hall a further 
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sense of being uplifted, at the same time, 
infusing it with a sense of the light
hearted. 

The consecration of the building took 
place in February 1988. Orthodox Christ
ians may criticise the charismatic way of 
worship as emotional sensationalism. 
Others may dismiss the building -
based as it is on popular idiom - as mere 
faddism. What is more important, how
ever, is that the celebration of a joyous 
occasion is an honest expression of the 
congregation's needs and aspirations, and 
the building is a true reflection of that 
spirit. 

Left: The baptismal font in the newly converted 
church. 
Right: Partial view of the congregational hall, with 
wooden pews that replaced the cinema seats, and 
spheres symbolising the Universe. 
Photographs: H.u. Khan. 





A Born Again Building 

"You may miss the church but you 
cannot miss the building!" 

This is the way I would direct some
one who is looking for the newly com
pleted Church of Our Saviour in Singa
pore. This description is at once accurate 
and architecturally appropriate. It is accu
rate because one cannot miss this highly 
visual building which stands out glaring
ly amongst uniform and functional high
rise residential blocks in an old public 
housing estate. However, there are no 
explicit religious symbols which signal to 
anyone that this is a church. 

It is an architecturally appropriate de
scriptive s,tatement because the statement 
detaches the form of the building from its 
function. What better way is there to 
break with the modernist · dictum that 
form follows function? Breaking with 
modernism is what the architectural firm, 
William Lim Associates, responsible for 
this building intends to do. This is the 
only architectural firm in Singapore that 
espouses "postmodernism" without re
servation. 

This detachment of form from func
tion has another architectural advantage 
that may be derived from the language of 
postmodernism. That is, it allows for the 
surfaces of the building to be subjected to 
different treatments in their own right. 
The inner and outer surfaces can be sub
ject to very high degrees of embellish
ments that may be obtained by playing 
with texture, form and colour of the sur
faces. Applied on external surfaces, this 
creates a visually highly communicative 
building without disclosing the function 
of the building itself This may be the 
reason why a modernist would dispara
gingly suggest that postmodem buildings 
are "dishonest". However, this "veiling" 
of the function cannot be sustained passed 
its entrance. Upon entrance, the space 
within is defined immediately by the hu
man activities that occupy it and these 
activities collectively constitute the func
tion of the building. The play on surface 
elements IS, therefore, much more 

dramatic externally precisely because of 
the ambiguity that the exterior of a post
modernist building holds; an ambiguity 
that defies immediate recognition while 
demanding an interpretive reading from 
the audience. 

One's immediate contact with this 
building is the riot of colours that com
pletely envelopes it. The colours are 
sometimes "crashingly" juxtaposed, 
sometimes harmoniously blended. This 
unrestrained palette of colours imparts a 
sense of liveliness, of fun, even at the risk 
of tilting towards being excessive. One 
immediately wants to know what build
ing is this, what is housed in it. My seven 
year old daughter thought it perfect for a 
toy house. I thought it would be the ideal 
showroom for Memphis fUrrllture that 
are, according to the manufacturers 
themselves, dedicated to the unrestrained 
consumerism of the 1980s. This connec
tion is not entirely spurious since this line 
of furniture has just reached the Singa
pore market and the distributor may be 
in search of a showroom! Indeed, the 
project architect admits to being influ
enced by Memphis. 

This is not a new building. It used to 
be a cinema that had been closed for at 
least two years because of the arrival of 
videos. It is now rehabilitated and 
adapted to new use. Or one should say it 
has been resurrected, raised from the 
depthh of all the profanities, that are cul
turally attached to movies and movie 
going and to what is on the screen and 
what is not on the screen but in the audi
ence, to the height of the sacred as the 
house of the Christian God. In fact, it is 
because of this consecration that the 
building fascinates the audience at the 
symbolic level. 

The side that offered most opportuni
ties for new architectural initiatives was 
the back of the building that faces the car 
park. Here the entire elevation could be 
treated as virgin terrain upon which to 
build. The space requirement for the 
ancilliary office functions of the church 
demanded that extensions be built on this 
side of the building. These extensions 
take on different shapes and colours at 
different points in the elevation: A wavy 
rust red wall with a flat roof and 
mounted on purple inverted-cone col
umns sits at one side. This serves as the 
minister's office. It is both balanced and 
counter-pointed at the other end by a 
rectangular office space with pitched 
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roof The facade wall is subjected to sim
ple geometric painting. Between these 
two offices are two similarly tiled smaller 
offices that are visually connected by a 
centrally placed arched roof The colours 
here are black, white, turquoise, yellow, 
purple, biege and grey. The immediately 
perceived symmetry of this office-and
arch arrangement is just as quickly dis
rupted by the asymmetry of the number 
of windows on each office wall. The 
overall result is one of balance and har
mony without any uniformity. This 
allows for the simultaneous presence of 
two perspectives: one is appreciative of 
the overall harmony and yet, is constant
ly drawn to focus on the specific sections, 
each with its unique features. These ex
tension features transform the neglected 
back side of the building that faces the 
parking lot into the most exciting eleva
tion that greets the users of the building 
who arrive by car. 

Upon entering the building, all the 
colours and irregularities are shed instant
ly. The rows upon rows of stiff brown 
wooden church pews give the game 
away immediately; there is no mistaking. 
In order to accommodate the require
ments of "\edding ceremonies, a central 
aisle was constructed, marked by an 
ornamental pillar that is shaped like a bolt 
of lightning as it ascends to the ceiling. 
The walls are white with cascading saw
tooth edges at the lower ends which con
ceal soft-coloured flourescent lighting. 
The idea is to give a sense of clouds. 

On each side wall is mounted a panel 
carrying the incomplete phrase: "In the 
beginning God created ... " The left wall is 
studded with a series of painted metallic 
hemispheres that also serve as lamp 
shades. This series culminates in a large 
sphere surrounded by very large rings, all 
suspended at the uppermost comer close 
to the ceiling. (These spheres are a seren
dipitous find. They were from the movie 
house itself and were mounted flat 
against the walls to symbolise the name
sake of the theatre, Venus.) The spheres 
which symbolise the planets, the cloud
walls and the lightning collectively repre
sent the "universe", or even "heaven". 
This collective representation completes 
the phrase. Thus, every item in the in
terior space signals that this is a church, 
even if no cross is to be found. 

Obviously the profusion of colours 
outside was not allowed to intrude into 
this sanctuary of worship. A strongly 



coloured interior will have two possible 
negative psychological effects on the con
gregation. First, it would likely become a 
source of distraction thereby straining the 
faithful 's ability to focus on the ongoing 
activities of worship. Second, being an 
interior space without windows, juxta
positions of strong colours would likely 
intensify the feeling of being enclosed, of 
claustophobia. Here, an undesirable fea
ture of transforming movie houses to 
churches can be pinpointed; namely, the 
absence of windows. Symbolically, this 
absence is the absence of light as a repre
sentation of both the presence of God and 
of salvation. This is one reason why "the 
universe", which is an expansive space 
and which could be adequately repre
sented by windows that open into nature, 
must be intentionally created within the 
sealed space of the movie auditorium. 

It must be remembered that, for Pro
testantism, the church as a social institu
tion is not of absolute importance. The 
emphasis is on every individual's own 
communion with God. It is by faith 
alone that one is saved, not through the 
church as a conduit to God. The profes
sion of faith is an individual affair. With 
this theological position, theoretically the 
church is essentially dispensable. 

The congregation of the Church of 
Our Saviour abides by these Protestant 
sentiments about churches. They had 
wandered around and convened their ser
vices using various "unorthodox" spaces 
such as sport stadiums, exhibition halls 
and drama theatres . Their last established 
premise of worship had no walls. Hence, 
for them the building of a church is 
theologically quite irrelevant. The expan
sion of church membership was the 
main, if not only, cause for the congrega
tion to look for a new place of worship. 

In addition to this stance towards 
church buildings, the congregation also 
eschews rituals as ossified and irrelevant 
processes. What is to be emphasised is the 
constantly renewed and personalised pro
fession of faith in God. This profession of 
faith should be open and joyous rather 
than sombre and meditative and with 
verbalised prayers rather than quiet re
flections. 

The service starts with a full half hour 
of hymns that sing the praise of God. 
The fast tempo hymn singing is accom
panied by electronic musical instruments, 
including an electrified grand piano and 
led by two good vocalists. The congrega-

tion energetically clap along or sway their 
hands high in praise of the Lord. This 
high energy hymn session is eventually 
toned down, leaving only the piano play
ing melodiously, signalling the beginning 
of prayers. Loud whispers of prayers can 
be heard. 

Then the sermon follows. As befitting 
the "charismatic" character of this 
church, the sermon stays close to the 
literal interpretation of the Bible. This 
literal reading is significant. It may be 
argued that having dispensed with the 
concept of the church and its rituals as 
institutions of Christian solidarity, the 
congregation is unified through the insist
ence of theological fundamentalism that 
manifests itself in the literal adherence to 
the Bible. 

Given the above theological underpin
nings and practices, the fact that the 
building was a cinema did not offend the 
congregation's religious sensitivities. It is 
the immanent presence of God that 
graces the congregation, the past history 
of the building is completely irrelevant. 
Functionally, the movie house can be 
readily adapted spatially to operate as the 
sanctuary. Even the seats could be re
tained, if desired, rather than replaced by 
formal church pews. Only the acoustic 
effects of the walls need to be modified, 
instead of sound absorbing it should be 
sound-reverberating, the better to am
plify the praises and glorifications on their 
ascendence to high heaven. 

It should therefore come as no sur
prise that the church's building brief to 
the architect was simply that the resul
tant building must not look like a church, 
that it must be attractive and a place 
where one wants to be at all times rather 
than avoid till Sunday. Symbolically, if a 
house for communion is necessary, even 
only in a strictly functional sense, then it 
should be a house that celebrates life and 
happiness for one when he or she is in the 
presence of God. 

Such is precisely the building the con
gregation has: the colours and the many 
playful features reflect the liveliness and 
vibrance of the congregation's celebra
tions in their weekly communion. For a 
theological position that seeks no identity 
from any building at all, this church has 
ended up with a building that is synony
mous with its beliefs and practices and 
gained visual identity as a result. 

Professor Chua Beng Hua t 
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Mok Wei Wei, a Singapol"e 
architect with William Lim 
A ssociates. 
Professor Chua was educated 
in Canada. Among his 
diverse research interests are 
social theory and sociology of 
architecture and housing. 




