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BOOK REVIEW

Edmund Chia

Paul Dass, S.].: Integral Human Development. History and
Memory: A Local Church Chronicle. Kuala Lumpur,
Malaysia: Catholic Research Centre, 2024. ISBN 978-967-
26447-3-6.xviii + 318.

As the title suggests, this is a book on the ministry of integral human
development. It chronicles its history as recollected in the memory of
“flesh and blood people” (p. 17) of a particular local church, namely the
Church of Peninsular Malaysia. Its author, Paul Dass, is a Jesuit priest who
has been deeply engaged at various levels of church life in Malaysia for
more than four or five decades, especially in caring for foreign workers,
migrants, and refugees. As a consummate historian, he offers a glimpse
into the Malaysian Church's diakonia ministry by masterfully weaving it
into its history, beginning not with the Portuguese colonialism of the 16th
century, but with the presence of Nestorian Christians in the northern
parts of the peninsular as early as the 6th century. He develops this history
within an arc of the narrative, integrating key milestones such as the
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mission of St. Francis Xavier, the arrival of the first Protestant Missionaries and
that of the MEP Fathers and the first teaching Religious Congregations. With
that as backdrop, the arc then extends its narration to focus on the
contributions of the native-born and local Christians, delineating their
outreach to the poor during the British era and in the era surrounding the
independence movement and beyond.

Writing the book at a time when the notion of synodality was strongly
advocated by Pope Francis and became the buzz-word of the Vatican, Dass
posits that the main thrust of the Malaysian Church (then and now) is
journeying together as a Synodal Church. By this he means “the power to build
up the Local Church” in view of facilitating “lay leadership . . . through a
‘bottom-up’ process that starts at the peripheries and margins® (p. 7).
Synodality also refers to a church that is “inclusive, engaging and empowering
of lay people” (p. 7) , as well as to one that “will, also, always, think inter-
denominationally and inter-religiously” (p. 8).

The book recounts how these synodal attributes are actually made
manifest in the Malaysian Church, referencing concrete actions that played
significant roles in shaping the trajectories of its mission. For example, when
Francis Xavier landed in Melaka in the 16* century, he chose to set up his
residence not so much in a palatial mansion but in a hospital for the local poor.
Taking seriously the importance of inculturation, “St. Francis Xavier is
credited with the crafting of the first Malay Catechism” (p. 71). When the
Dutch seized control of Melaka in the 17® century, the Protestants made their
debut into the country. Aside from establishing what eventually became the
best schools in the country, the interdenominational London Missionary
Society also initiated hospice work, “including a leprosarium for those afflicted
with Hansen’s disease” (p. 74).

More significantly, the French MEP priests who were assigned to
Malaysia in the 18" century went to the people, rather than expecting them to
come to the church. They served in “far flung rubber estates and tin mines,”

traveling “through jungles and paddy fields, and, rivers and primary forests,
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where mosquitoes and malaria reigned rampant, while man-cating wild
animals roamed free” (p. 86). A number of them also ministered to the Orang
Aslis (indigenous peoples), where they established parishes and also schools.

But it was with the arrival of the Infant Jesus Sisters and the La Salle
Brothers in the 19" century during the reign of the British that Catholic
schools began to be established in a big way in Malaysia. While initially meant
to serve the Catholic community, they eventually went on to cater to the
children of all religions, in particular “the poor, the spent and the needy” (p.
94). By the mid-20th century these schools had developed to become rather
elitist, catering to the best and the brightest. Following the Second Vatican
Council, however, and in keeping with the aggiornamento theme it inspired,
the IJ Sisters sought a return to their roots. Paul Dass describes them as
“frontier nuns” who “decided to strike out, live among the poor, live like the
poor and serve them as true neighbours and friends” (p. 165).

The Sisters were joining many lay Catholics who had grown up through
the Malaysian Young Christian Workers (YCW) and Students (YCS)
movements and who then went on to serve as activist leaders for both church
and society. Working alongside were the National Office of Human
Development (NOHD) and the Catholic Welfare Services (CWS) which
spearheaded social activism and service of the poor within the Church.
Evidence of their effectiveness took the form of the Malaysian government
considering them a threat to national security. Many Catholic and Christian
activists were detained in 1987, allegedly “acting as a front for Marxism” (p.
211). The Archbishop of Kuala Lumpur came to their defence, avowing that
“NOHD/CWS has never followed a Marxist ideology. Its teachings and
practices are totally in line with the social teachings of the Church” (p. 211).

While the book’s focus is on the Malaysian Church, it should be of
interest to others in Asia as well, especially since the author offered a lot of
background to appreciating what integral human development truly entails.
For example, he begins by theologizing on its roots in the doctrine of the

perfect divinity and perfect humanity of Christ, exploring the Christological
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controversies of the Patristic era. The challenges of colonialism on the
formation of a local church is also examined. Reference is also made to the
contributions of Cardinal Joseph Cardijn, the founder of the YCW and the
see-judge-act method of Christian reflection. Likewise, what the Malaysian
Church went through is also connected to developments of Vatican II and the
FABC. In short, this book offers glimpses of Christianity in post-colonial Asia
as it journeys towards becoming local, synodal, ecumenical, and developmental

in its mission and way of being church.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

EDMUND CHIA spent the last two decades teaching at the Catholic
Theological Union (Chicago) and the Australian Catholic University
(Melbourne). Before that he headed the interreligious dialogue office of the
Federation of Asian Bishops” Conferences. His publications include World
Christianity Encounters World Religions, Asian Christianity and Theology and
Confucianism and Christianity.



	Integral Human Development. History and Memory: A Local Church Chronicle by Paul Dass, S.J.
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1748666523.pdf.IDNb0

