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Synodality: Learning 
1from Asian Pentecostalism

Edmund Kee-Fook Chia

Introduction

In the spirit of recent scholarship on receptive ecumenism and 
comparative theology, which emphasized what our tradition can learn 
from other traditions, this article will explore how the Catholic Church 
can learn from Asian Pentecostalism. Specifically, it examines how the 
People of God can be more collaborative and in communion with one 
another in the emerging Synodal Church. It is more important to discover 
and discern  how its members can journey with one another the same way 
Pentecostal communities walk with and mentor their members in the 
praxis of Christian living. For a better appreciation of the significance of 
this, a brief discussion of the rise of Asian Pentecostalism will first be 
discussed. The major thrust of the article will then examine the key 

5 

Edmund Kee-Fook Chia, Asian Christianity and Theology: Inculturation, Integral Liberation and 
Interrreligious Dialogue (United Kingdom: Routledge Publications, 2021).
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features of Pentecostalism in view of encouraging the Synodal Catholic 

Church to reflect on how some of these can be incorporated into its own way 

of being Church, especially in Asia. 

The Rise and Future of Asian Pentecostalism The Rise and Future of Asian Pentecostalism The Rise and Future of Asian Pentecostalism The Rise and Future of Asian Pentecostalism  

Demographers project that by 2025, Africa (729 million) will be the 

continent with the most number of Christians, followed by Latin America 

(631 million), Europe (540 million), Asia (440 million), and North America 

(235 million).2 The most significant factor of this upward trajectory in the 

South is the meteoric rise of the Pentecostals. Indeed, the forecast is that by 

2025 Pentecostals will constitute 30 percent (790 million) of the global 

Christian population (2,630 million), of which the highest numbers will 

come from Asia (226 million), followed by Africa (210 million) and Latin 

America (208 million).3   

While Pentecostals in Asia make up almost 30 percent of the global 

Pentecostal population, they make up just over 3 percent of the Asian 

population. Because Christians constitute only about 8.5 percent of the total 

Asian population it means that more than 90 percent of Asians are not yet 

Christian, and so there is still room for growth for Christianity in Asia. 

Moreover, given that the Asian population is about seven times that of Latin 

America and five times that of Africa all indications are that Asia will soon 

have more Pentecostals than the entire world combined. According to the 

2002 edition of The New International Dictionary of Pentecostal and 

Charismatic Movements, China has 54 million Pentecostals and India has 

                                                                                                 
2.  Gina A. Zurlo, Todd M. Johnson, and Peter F. Crossing, “Christianity 2019: What’s Missing? 

A Call for Further Research,” International Bulletin of Mission Research 43, no. 1 (January 2019): 
92–102.  

3.  Ibid., 76.  
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34 million, while the Philippines has 20 million, Indonesia 10 million, and 

South Korea 8 million.4 

In speaking of Asian Pentecostalism, it has to be quickly pointed out 

that the Pentecostal movement is so diverse that practically every country’s 

experience is unique to its own context and believers. In fact, one of its major 

strengths is the ability to adapt to changing situations. Pentecostalism’s 

success testifies at once to its resilience as well as to its contextualizing genius 

and cultural adaptability. This is attributed to a variety of factors but the 

following three broad themes seem pervasive.  

Religion of the Poor and SufferingReligion of the Poor and SufferingReligion of the Poor and SufferingReligion of the Poor and Suffering 

A common thread found in the biographical details of many founders 

and leaders of the Pentecostal movement is that they discovered their 

vocation amidst suffering and crisis. Likewise, the movement appeals the 

most in situations where the people are confronted by conflicts and war or 

when a nation is encountering socio-political turbulence or when economic 

conditions are harsh. By the same token, many people first join the 

Pentecostal movement when challenged by crises such as a health scare or 

near-death experience, the loss of a loved one, financial problems, abusive 

behaviors, or social dislocation. 

The African-American William Seymour, for example, contracted 

smallpox and was struck blind in one eye before he responded to God’s call, 

where through his leadership, Pentecostalism turned into a movement from 

Azusa Street, Los Angeles. China’s Pastor Xi Shengmo had been an opium 

addict when he converted to Christianity. Reading about the Holy Spirit in 

the New Testament, he turned to ecstatic prayer for help in his own 

                                                                                                 
4.  Stanley M. Burgess, Gary B. McGee, and Patrick H. Alexander, eds., The New International 

Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002). 
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addiction as well as in his ministry to other opium addicts. The co-founder 

of the Korean Yoido Full Gospel Church, Ja-Shil Choi, lost both her 

mother and daughter within ten days as well as suffered the collapse of her 

business. As a result of the crises, she joined a revival meeting which 

subsequently led to her enrolment in a seminary to be trained as an 

evangelist. Her future son-in-law and co-founder of the Yoido Church, 

David Yonggi Cho, converted to Christianity after recovering from 

tuberculosis. Ascribing his cure to the God of Christianity, he dedicated his 

life to ministry and went on to lead the largest single parish on earth. 

Brother Mike Velarde of the Philippines attributes his “born-again” 

experience to a visit of an angel at his hospital bed while awaiting a major 

heart surgery. Upon being restored to full health he changed his life’s 

direction and went from business to evangelism, eventually founding the El 

Shaddai movement.  

Pain and suffering being at the root of religion is by no means unique. 

However, for Pentecostalism it is at once relevant and contextual as the 

Good News of holistic salvation includes deliverance from material poverty 

and bodily illnesses. Julie Ma insists that Pentecostalism’s uniqueness is that 

it addresses the real and felt needs of the people: “When people were going 

to bed with an empty stomach, what they needed was not the message of 

‘heavenly peace,’ but the message of blessing and God’s provision.”5 It is a 

welcome alternative to the traditional message promoted by mainstream 

Christianity, which often centered on the theology of the Cross and 

advocated that human suffering can help in nurturing the believer. It also 

advocated that God’s presence can be discerned in the midst of suffering 

and hardships. Pentecostalism’s message of God’s providence highlights the 

themes of victory and healing by the offer of direct positive encouragement 

                                                                                                 
5.  Julie C. Ma, “Pentecostalism and Asian Mission,” Missiology: An International Review 35, no. 1 

(January 2007): 29. 
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and hope in what seems like hopeless situations. It is premised on faith in 

God’s word that those who ask will receive, search and they will find, and 

knock and the door will be opened (Matt 7:8). Its “can do” attitude serves 

as motivation for believers to have faith in not only God but also in 

themselves; that they will attain to what they desire and ask for in the realm 

of God’s providence. It revolutionizes the understanding of God as one 

who offers hope and blessings in all its dimensions, including one’s 

wellbeing, wealth, and health, as promised in 3 John 2 (“Beloved, I pray that 

all may go well with you and that you may be in good health, just as it is well 

with your soul”).6 

That is why Pentecostalism appeals most to those at the margins of 

society, those discriminated against, and those who have no reason to believe 

anymore; resonating with the Gospels’ portrayal of Jesus as oriented toward 

the marginalized, outcast, and poor. It preaches a Good News that is at once 

hopeful and tangible, not only centered on an afterlife of heavenly peace but 

a before-death salvation as well. It is in this sense that the Pentecostal 

movement is truly a religion of the poor as it exhorts them to pursue upward 

mobility through its practical “go-getting” counsel. While the poor are 

inspired to work toward material wealth, the ongoing pursuit of wealth by 

the middle-class is also divinely legitimized, while the rich are consoled that 

their material blessings are a sign of their faithfulness to God. All, however, 

believe they are showered with God’s blessings of love and acceptance and 

called to focus on personally developing themselves in accordance to the 

teachings of the Gospel. 

    

                                                                                                 
6.  Sang Yun Lee, “New Wineskins Need New Wine: Contextual Changes and New Hope for 

Korean Pentecostalism,” Asian Journal of Pentecostal Studies 22, no. 2 (August 2019): 29–43. 
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Dynamic and Experiential ReligiosityDynamic and Experiential ReligiosityDynamic and Experiential ReligiosityDynamic and Experiential Religiosity 

A characteristic trademark of the Pentecostal movement is the 

dynamism of its praise and worship sessions. Using upbeat music, dramatic 

sermons, and exotic dances, the prayer sessions have an affective dimension 

that is aimed at heightening the emotions of the congregation, at times 

moving them to laughter and tears, in view of drawing them closer to God. 

Where these worship sessions take place, in conference halls or auditoriums, 

there will usually be gigantic television screens and equally huge amplified 

speakers, no different from what one would see in rock-concert venues. Such 

pop-culture-inspired mega worship that is sometimes called “karaoke 

Christianity” is at once appealing to the young as it is to those who have 

grown weary of the traditional church’s dreary worship. The dynamism of 

the Pentecostal worship sessions is by no means spiritualized entertainment 

but proclaim loudly that God is not only real and alive but also speaks the 

language that people understand through the media they are most at home 

with. They highlight the presence of the Holy Spirit who is revealed in 

explicit ways, including through the highly-charged emotional response of 

the people. Kwabena Asamoah-Gyadu explains: 

Pentecostal gatherings, as evidenced in the description above, can be 

characterized by anything from animal noises such as we had in the Toronto 

Blessing, to uncontrollable screams, emotional cries and sobbing, moans, 

spontaneous prayers and ecstatic jumps to quiet, sober and reflective moments. 

In those reflective moments people stand still to hear the voice of the Spirit 

relayed in prophetic messages, revelations and words of knowledge.7 

                                                                                                 
7.  J. Kwabena Asamoah-Gyadu, “‘You Shall Receive Power’: Empowerment in 

Pentecostal/Charismatic Christianity,” in Pentecostal Mission and Global Christianity, eds. 
Wonsuk Ma, Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, and J. Kwabena Asamoah-Gyadu (Oxford: Regnum 
Books International, 2014), 46. 
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By focusing on the intense spiritual experience that encapsulates the 

whole person, the Pentecostal message redirects the person’s pain to an 

alternative universe from where one draws strength, to assist them in dealing 

with the socio-political and economic challenges of daily living. The hungry 

stomach, painful body, and restless mind are then satiated by the spiritual 

effervescence of the Pentecostal prayer experience. This is possible only if the 

believers have faith not only in the existence of God but also in the Holy 

Spirit’s direct intervention in their lives, including through supernatural 

events and miraculous manifestations. Such beliefs are premised on the 

conviction that the Holy Spirit is a felt presence who is very much involved 

in the lives of people, personally empowering them daily in the growth of 

their faith. 

It has to be pointed out that the Pentecostal convictions about 

miraculous healing and supernatural acts of casting out demons are by no 

means uncommon to the other Asian religions or indigenous traditions. Most 

religions in Asia have incorporated the belief in the spirit world and the 

existence of angels and good/evil spirits into their worldviews and theologies. 

In fact, as Hwa Yung tells us, for most Asian Christians, they “grew up 

accepting the supernatural, whether it is belief in spirits and charms, fortune-

telling, feng-shui, spirit worship in temples, occultic practices of all kinds and 

so forth.”8 But because the mainline missionary churches in Asia have been 

largely shaped by the West, with its Enlightenment worldview of scientific 

objectivity and empiricism, the Pentecostal experiences of supernaturalism 

are often viewed with suspicion. Likewise, its focus on spiritual warfare and 

the exorcism of demonic spirits in the context of a highly spiritualized 

environment is viewed as no more than syncretism or Christian animism and  

 

                                                                                                 
8.  Hwa Yung, “Endued with Power: The Pentecostal-Charismatic Renewal and the Asian 

Church in the Twenty-first Century,” Asian Journal of Pentecostal Studies 6, no. 1 (2003): 71. 
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superstitious behaviors. But, as Alena Govorounova reports, Pentecostal 

Christians see it very differently. Pentecostalism’s genius is that it has 

“incorporated local shamanistic cultural elements and adapted indigenous 

religious symbols into Christian spirituality. They go so far as reinterpreting 

Pentecostalism as shamanized Christianity or Christian spiritism.”9 

While some see this as Pentecostalism enabling Asian Christians to 

rediscover their own Asian religious and indigenous spiritual roots, others see 

it as Asian Pentecostals taking more seriously the biblical teachings of “signs 

and wonders” in the life of the church. Both the Hebrew Scripture and the 

New Testament are replete with accounts of supernatural encounters such as 

healing miracles, demonic possessions, deliverance from evil spirits, and 

manifestations of the spiritual gifts of prophecy, healing, vision, and dreams. 

It is through these ministries of “power encounters” that Pentecostalism has 

been able to make the most significant inroads in Asia. Pentecostalism is 

preaching that not only is the church able to fulfill the healing and 

deliverance needs of the people but that the spiritual blessing offered by Jesus 

Christ and the Holy Spirit is more powerful than that offered by the other 

religious traditions. Moreover, the promise of healing and salvation is not 

only for the here and now but for all eternity as well. 

BusinessBusinessBusinessBusiness----like Religion of Empowermentlike Religion of Empowermentlike Religion of Empowermentlike Religion of Empowerment 

The rapid growth of the Pentecostal movement in Asia can be 

attributed to its efficient organizational set-up, operational styles, and 

leadership characteristics. To be sure, many Pentecostals run their churches 

the same way businesses and corporations are run. Because a number of  

 

                                                                                                 
9.  Alena Govorounova, “Pentecostalism and Shamanism in Asia and Beyond: An Inter-

disciplinary Analysis,” in Pentecostalism and Shamanism in Asia, ed. Paul L. Swanson (Kyoto: 
Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture, 2013), 58. 
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Pentecostal pastors and leaders are transplants from other professions—such 

as advertising, media, finance, and engineering—their vision of the church is 

very much shaped by their entrepreneurial thinking and understandings of 

how organizations are managed. In Terence Chong’s analysis, a key feature 

seems to be “their effective deployment of marketing strategies, technologies 

and the use of a consumerist ethos to advance their brand of Christianity 

through rock-concert-like worship sessions and televised sermons.”10 

While fostering a highly intense emotional religious experience, the 

audio-visual technologies and hyper-active relational styles used tap into the 

believers’ greater familiarity with the secular and popular culture, thus 

bridging the distance between the church and the marketplace. Moreover it is 

not uncommon to hear Pentecostal preachers speak on approaches to career 

success, processes for dealing with one’s co-workers, or methods for 

sustaining client interest. Specific seminars are even organized to help 

members launch into business, plan career pathways, manage personal 

relationships, or organize lifestyle matters. Targets are set for members to 

recruit new members the same way they are done in sales. Pastors are 

recognized more as CEOs of corporations than as shepherds of flocks. These 

structures and innovations have blurred the boundaries between the spiritual 

and the secular, resulting in a porous distinction between the private, public, 

civic, market, and sacred.  

Aside from the main worship sessions, most Pentecostal churches also 

have members meeting in cell groups, much like how the early church met 

during the time of the apostles. Meant as smaller units constituting the living 

Body of Christ, each cell serves as the local organic representation of the 

larger congregation. Taking place in private home settings where cell  

 

                                                                                                 
10.  Terence Chong, “Megachurches in Singapore: The Faith of an Emergent Middle Class,” 

Pacific Affairs 88, no. 2 (June 2015): 217. 
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members meet for prayer and bible study, they are the sites where more  

authentic and personal fellowship is cultivated. While serving as venues that 

nurture communal bonding, cell groups also provide opportunities for 

mentor-mentee relationships, where newer members are coached by senior 

members. The coaching is not limited to issues of faith but could extend to 

advising on how much to tithe, what services to offer to the community, and 

even how to live one’s personal and professional life. Cell leaders take the 

place of local pastors, watching after the welfare of the members, even to the 

extent of rebuking those who deviate from their faith or have problematic 

relationships. Central to the cell group system is numerical growth where 

each cell is expected to expand and replicate itself within a set time frame and 

split into newer cell groups. For Pentecostals, growth is seen as not only an 

affirmation of the members’ zeal and faithfulness but also a clear sign of 

divine blessing.  

A highly prized practice of Pentecostalism is the empowerment of lay 

people for apostolic ministry. This is in keeping with the theology of the 

priesthood of all believers derived from the Reformation as well as the lay 

preacher movement advanced by the Wesleyan Methodist movement. 

Empowering the laity closes the gap between the clergy and the lay, 

facilitating shared ministry and collaborative leadership. It also establishes a 

culture where the church is not overly dependent on ordained pastors or 

fulltime workers to fulfill its ministries. With countless lay members 

empowered to teach, preach and reach out to non-members Pentecostal 

churches have more hands and feet on the ground engaging in its mission 

and evangelization. For the laity, this not only empowers them to ministry, 

but also affirms and strengthens their Christian vocation as well.  

Another prized practice of Pentecostal churches is the involvement of 

women in ministries. Because many women in Asia are discriminated 

against, do not work outside the home, or occupy low-paying positions, 
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their active participation in church life is seen as liberating and 

empowering. A report on South Korea offers these impressions: “In 1995, 

85% of all home cell leaders were women. They are not only more inclined 

to be obedient to the voice of the Holy Spirit, but also have more free time 

to visit neighbours and to bring the Gospel to them.”11 The empowerment 

of women for ministry has at once given meaning to their lives as well as 

raised their status in society. And because women play a more significant 

role in the transmission of faith within the family, Pentecostal women have 

been instrumental in ensuring that their children are brought up as 

practicing Christians.  

ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion 

As can be seen from the preceding discussions, Asian Pentecostalism is 

on the rise. It certainly has much to teach the Catholic Church, especially in 

the latter’s vision of establishing a Synodal Church. Not only can the Synodal 

Church learn about the importance of journeying with its members, it can 

also transform itself so as to be more relevant to people, in keeping with the 

changes in society. This is not to say that the Catholic Church should 

embrace uncritically all the methods and practices of Asian Pentecostalism. 

To be sure, aspects that raise questions about the true message of the Good 

News have to be rejected. 

However, as all signs are pointing to Pentecostal Christianity playing an 

even more significant role in Asia in the coming decades, there is no running 

away from engagement with Asian Pentecostalism. Asia, being the least 

Christian of all the continents, is probably where Christianity will continue 

to see significant growth and, in the process, transform not only the 

                                                                                                 
11.  Ig-Jin Kim, History and Theology of Korean Pentecostalism (Zoetermeer: Uitgeverij 

Boekencentrum), 137. 
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continent but the Christian tradition as well. In this regard the Synodal 

Church can do well to be prepared to be transformed as well.  
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