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BOOK REVIEWS

TERRENCE CHONG, ED.

Pentecostal Megachurches in Southeast Asia
Negotiating Class, Consumption and the Nation

Singapore: ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, 2018, 243 pp.

When the term “megachurch” is employed in works regarding the
sociology of religion, the discussion typically revolves around the church’s
efficient growth. This growth-centric perspective is often explored
at length when considering the contributions of the megachurch as
a method of organization for typically Christian churches. However,
in understanding the megachurch, much more needs to be examined.
Edited by Terence Chong, the Pentecostal Megachurches in Southeast Asia:
Negotiating Class, Consumption and the Nation ingeniously characterizes
the megachurch. Chong together with the contributors to this book
captured a distinct scholarly gap in understanding the megachurch.

With contributions from eight sociology of religion scholars
(hailing from Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Singapore),
this groundbreaking compilation of works on megachurches in
Southeast Asia heavily emphasized the materiality (class, consumption,
and the nation) surrounding the topic in question. Although several
studies have emphasized' the role of material conditions in shaping
the megachurch—generally characterized through the use of
modernization’s tools like technology, the megachurch has never been
tackled through its relationship with something more deeply ingrained
in the society at large. Mostly composed of descriptive discussions
on megachurches, the present literature stimulated the need for a
deeper understanding of the theoretical underpinnings behind the
megachurch. It is in this that Pentecostal Megachurches in Southeast Asia
takes flight from where past works have left off.
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'The emphasis of the middle class-ness of the megachurch is one of
the main concepts discussed in the book: How influential is class to the
development of the megachurch? How true are the assertions that the
megachurch is born out of the need of the middle class for “state-centric”
growth (9). Here lies one of the significant theoretical contributions of
this book into the discourses surrounding the megachurch. By asserting
that the megachurch is a manifestation of middle class interests, Chong
does not contend with the past conceptions of the megachurch. The
tension Chong puts forward boils down to a materialist and idealist?
point of view. This is because the Pentecostal tradition is a tradition
heavily laden with the progression of certain ideas of faith and religion.
This “idealist” point of view is juxtaposed with its dynamic, with the
more materialist conception of faith and spirituality: political, material,
economic, technological, etc. ramifications of these ideas all within the
unit of analysis that is the megachurch. This is what makes the book
compelling in its subject—precisely because of this existing tension that
continuously negotiates amongst each other. What was also significant
in the thread Chong has put forth was that it enabled an expansion of
how a sociologist should start viewing the megachurch. This, I believe
is indicative of a product of extensive and thorough research, which is
seen throughout the rest of the book.

Chong’s introduction grounds the foundation of the book with
an unloading of the terms found in the very title of this publication:
Pentecostal, megachurch, Southeast Asia. ‘Pentecostal’ is taken from
the Pentecost—a biblical event post-Christ’s crucifixion, which
emphasized the gifts received from the Holy Spirit. The phenomenon
of the megachurch—the manner of organization of churches—is not
exclusive to the Pentecostal tradition, but Chong asserts its emergence
as tied to it (4). Chong puts forward in the introduction the imperative
to situate the study in Southeast Asia which has not always been
‘Christian’but has had its own belief systems prior to it. My emphasis on
Southeast Asia serves not only as a critique to dominant narratives in the
sociology of religion (dominated by Western thought and experiences),
but also as a thriving and unexplored area of study. Southeast Asia is
known for its diversity—in culture, economics, politics—with which
its significance in focus provides nuance to Chong’s overall argument
for the book: How exactly does consumption, the nation, and class
shape the Pentecostal megachurch? The centrality of spirituality and
religion inherent to the Southeast Asia region was considered in terms
of understanding the development of the Pentecostal megachurch in
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these countries. The otherworldly aspect of Pentecostalism brought ease
to its inculcation into cultural values as it resembles folk religions—Tlike
Buddhism and Taoism—which emphasizes stories and myths about
the spiritual world (9).

'The evidence the book provides to put forward the assertion that the
Southeast Asian narrative of the megachurch provides nuance to current
sociological theories about religion begins with reconsidering certain
concepts from the European megachurches vis a vis Southeast Asian
megachurches, especially the divide between the sacred and the secular
spaces. Hoon Chang-Yau’s chapter on “Pentecostal Megachurches
in Jakarta: Class, Local, and Global Dynamics” precisely deals with
the opposite of this. The Bethel Church, as Hoon has observed, uses
“secular” spaces—or commercial spaces like shopping malls and hotel
ballrooms—for various reasons. Using these spaces demonstrates the
financial capacity of this megachurch and provides a space to protect
its members in case of political protests perpetrated by vigilante groups.
'The usage of these spaces in the development of the Bethel Church in
Indonesia blurs the line between the sacred and secular. As observed by
Hoon, these spaces interact with each other on the level of exchange:
providing a venue for religious activities for the church and patronizing
a business for the “secular” spaces due to rent, among other things. In
the same vein, Daniel P.S. Golh’s chapter on “Grace, Megachurches,
and the Christian Prince in Singapore,” deals with the overt ways in
which the commercialization of religion is observed: the New Creation
Church sells the sermons of their senior pastor along with other
“practical” services like childcare and travel, all within the church’s
bookshops. Goh frames this as the “moral economy” which muddles
the line between the sacred and secular by placing a “transcendental
value” on a secular object such as money due to “pure grace.” These
nuances in common Western thought surrounding the megachurch
phenomenon are only brought about by expanding the phenomenon
somewhere else—and Chong rightly situates this in Southeast Asia, a
region that has long incorporated religion within national and cultural
values.

Another significant observation from the book is the relationship
of the megachurch to the nation. Jayeel S. Cornelio’s chapter on “The
Indigenization of Megachurch Christianity in the Philippines,” is
an adequate example of how Chong’s argument—the megachurch
phenomenon in Southeast Asia as the “religious cup of tea” of the
middle class—is contested and challenged. In this chapter, Cornelio
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ethnographically examines Jesus is Lord (JIL), one of the popular
megachurches in the Philippines. He argues that megachurch
Christianity is “not a homogenous phenomenon” often associated with
the middle class and conservative theology (143). He elaborates on
his assertion by arguing that JIL is an indigenized megachurch, one
that is born out of a strong nationalistic fervor brought about by its
leadership and its efforts to make church activities accessible (through
the use of the local language) to the urban poor and OFWs (Overseas
Filipino Workers)—which comprises most of the congregation of JIL.
Furthermore, Cornelio’s chapter emphasizes the “irony” (12) of religious
nationalism. JIL, though professing to contest political patronage,
corruption, and political dynasties, also finds itself perpetrating these
in their practice of nationalism.

As a whole, Pentecostal Megachurches in Southeast Asia: Negotiating
Class, Consumption and the Nation is loaded with particularities of
theoretical underpinnings behind the Pentecostal megachurch. Despite
having radically different socio-economic, political, and cultural
contexts of each country, these theoretical underpinnings ultimately
never fail to make the work coherent. The coherence of the work makes
it a relatively easy read for both experts and beginners in the field of
sociology of religion. The dynamic between spirituality and materiality
does not turn into a debate of whether ideas or material reality shape
the world—a debate that has long been put to rest by works such as
these. To anyone who is interested in the sociology of religion, this
book provides a worthwhile overview of subjects to discuss in the
contemporary study of the sociology of religion accompanied by a
commentary of our current forms of ramifications of religion in the

highly urbanized and globalized world.

NOTES

1 See Ellingson in The New Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of Religion,
published by Wiley-Blackwell and Cruz, also a contributor in this collection, in
Mediating Piety.

2 ‘Idealist’ used as the manner in which one puts primacy on ideas as the starting
point of analysis.

IA DENISE ARNETTE MARANON
Ateneo de Manila University
<ia.maranon@obf.ateneo.edu>
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