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Chapter 12

Pentecostalism in Singapore and Malaysia: Past, Present, and Future
Timothy Lim T. N.

This essay investigates the origins, growth, and future of Pentecostal and charismatic
renewal in Singapore and Malaysia.! Historians trace the beginnings of the global
Pentecostal movement to the Azusa Street Pentecostal Outpouring in 1901, even though
discrepancies exist as to whether William Seymour or Charles Parham played more
instrumental roles.” Revivals were reported in Pyongyang and at other locales between
1901 and 1910, and sometimes these are not traceable to the North American renewal
movement.” Today’s Pentecostalism represents a global cluster of movements that
transform not just the unconverted but also Christians.” For this chapter, Pentecostalism
includes various renewal streams (classical, neo-Pentecostals, charismatic, neo-
charismatic, and third wavers) who share similar phenomenological experiences of the
Spirit—Spirit baptism, glossolalia, operation of charismata, power encounters, healing,
exorcism, and deliverance ministries—although each of these streams would nuance their
history, theology, and practices. I will briefly introduce the history of Pentecostal and
charismatic renewal in Malaysia and Singapore. Similar to the global Pentecostal
narratives, Pentecostal and charismatic renewal in both countries have grown robustly
amid experiences of plurality (ethnic, racial, and religious), intolerance, and sometimes,
persecution. However, due to their respective sociopolitical contexts, Pentecostals and
charismatics in Singapore and Malaysia developed in distinct ways, compared to each
other and the West. Finally, I will examine the prospects and challenges in theology, faith
formation, outreach, interreligious engagement, and social witnessing.

Malaysia Pentecostalism: Brief History to Present

From the 1930s the Spirit weaved His tapestry for Malaysian Pentecostalism in the
Muslim Shari’ah law environment. The Malays in the peninsula encountered Nestorian
settlements in the seventh century, Portuguese Catholicism and Dutch Reformed
Presbyterianism between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries, and centuries later,
British Protestantism, Brethren, Evangelical Lutheran, and other missions.” From the
1970s, Pentecostalism grew rapidly, and by the mid-1980s more than two-thirds of the
evangelicals and mainliners were Pentecostals.® The leaders gained sociopolitical
credibility. However, like the rest of Malaysian Christianity, Pentecostals continued to
receive threats for their faith.

Jin Huat Tan traced four distinct developments of Pentecostal renewal in
Malaysia: Indian Pentecostal developments, Chinese-speaking and English-speaking
Assemblies of God (AOG), charismatic renewal among mainline churches, and
indigenous renewals.” First, the Ceylon Pentecostal Mission (CPM) labored among
migrant Indians and Sri Lankans at Ipoh in 1930. The ministry expanded to Port Dickson,



Kuala Lumpur, Teluk Anson, Penang, and other parts of the peninsula. CPM was
registered as the Pentecostal Church of Malaya (PCM) in 1952, and today it has about
fifteen hundred members, mostly Indians.® A recent source included Indian immigrants
among the largest Pentecostal groups in Malaysia.” Some CPM congregations left and
became Tamil-speaking AOG churches under the initiative of Chris Thomas, the first
dean of the Bible Institute of Malaya, in 1968.

Second, Chinese churches blossomed after John Sung’s revival meetings in the
peninsula and Eastern Malaysia among Methodists and Presbyterians between 1935 and
1940. Observable Spirit-filled evidences included weeping, conviction of sins,
conversions, consecrations for full-time Christian service, signs and wonders, singing
short gospel choruses, and loud prayers. Chinese-speaking Assemblies of God (AOQG),
which was started in the Peninsular Malaysia in 1934, subsequently moved to Ampang
and Padu in 1935. They became affiliated with AOG in the United States in 1940 and
registered officially with Malaysian authorities in 1953. The first church building was
erected at Jalan Sayor in 1955. AOG missionaries serving formative churches in China
between the 1950s and 1960s also helped churches in Penang. Hong Kong actress Kong
Duen Yee, who visited Penang in 1963, started her affiliation of churches known as New
Testament Church after she preached at a series of meetings. Some folks who
experienced Spirit baptism renewal under Yee’s itinerant preaching later formed their
own assemblies or congregations after their Brethren and other congregations ousted
them. For instance, Brethren Elder Teh Phai Lian of Burmah Road Gospel Hall started
the Church of Penang, which was later renamed Charismatic Church of Penang.

The third phase of development identified by Tan begins when former CPM
members organized the English-speaking Assemblies of God (AOG) before the 1960s.
These churches grew under David Baker and Lula Ashmoe Baird’s parallel missionary
efforts in China. They branched out from Penang to Ipoh, Taiping (Aulong villages), and
Kuala Lumpur. Twenty youths attended a 1957 Youth Camp at Port Dickson and were
baptized in the Spirit. To cope with the Pentecostal growth in Malaysia and Southeast
Asia, the Bible Institute of Malaysia (later renamed, Bible College of Malaysia) was
founded in 1960. The institute trained AOG pastors for church planting, evangelism, and
pioneering work between 1960 and 1980.'° By 1970 nearly every town in West Malaysia
had an AOG church, and interestingly they used the Navigators’ materials to disciple
students, 80 percent of whom were Chinese.

Between the 1970s and mid-1980s AOG membership surged after three hundred
youths were expelled from mainline churches in Klang Valley because of their
charismatic experience. As the charismatic renewal was not supported by mainline
denominations, many young enthusiasts left their churches to start either AOG churches
or new independent charismatic churches. Examples included the Tabernacle of Glory in
1974 and the Latter Rain Church in 1975, each becoming bridgeheads for church plants
throughout Malaysia. Calvary Charismatic Centre gathered in 1978 for mainline
members who were uncomfortable with attending AOG churches. Renewal Lutheran
Church began Deeper Life Seminars in the 1980s, and organized other gatherings such as
The Word Center and New Life Restoration Center. Various businessmen and leaders
from various denominations (Brethren, Roman Catholic nuns) formed The Full Gospel
Assembly, Kuala Lumpur in 1981, and it later became affiliated with the Full Gospel
Businessmen Fellowship International.



Charismatic renewal varied in the 1980s and 1990s. In 1982 South Korean pastor
Paul Yonggi Cho conducted a church growth seminar in Singapore.'" Thereafter,
Malaysian AOG leaders who attended the seminar began initiatives toward urban
outreach and conceiving megachurches. Thousand-member churches emerged, such as
Glad Tidings and Grace Assembly in Klang Valley. The prosperity theology became a
mainstay with Abundant Life Center’s invitation to American charismatic faith healer T.
L. Osborn. Emphases included faith healing and deliverance ministries, adding to
teachings on the baptism of the Holy Spirit and speaking in tongues.

The prophetic movement emphasizing personal prophecies fell on older and
newer charismatic churches from the 1980s. The prophetic wave also entered some
mainline churches. Leaders like Rev. Peter Young of St. Gabriel’s (Anglican) Church
(also leader of Scripture Union) experienced renewal despite reservations by mainline
denominational leaders and reaction from cessationistic and dispensational evangelical
Brethren churches.'? St. Gabriel’s Church became a point-church, organizing charismatic
renewal meetings and collaborating with All Saints’ Church and Christ Lutheran Church,
Setapark. Young’s influence as an evangelical leader with Scripture Union’s network of
churches helped evangelical and mainline churches to receive Pentecostal and
charismatic renewal amid their critics. A series of joint seminars at Trinity Methodist
Church, Petaling Jaya, featuring both Baptist Douglas McBain and Benedictine priest lan
Petit, was supported by the Anglican, Baptist, Brethren, Evangelical Free, Lutheran,
Methodist, Pentecostal, and Roman Catholic churches.

A proliferation of  prophetic  ministries  characterized  Malaysian
Pentecostal/charismatic renewal in the 1980s and 1990s. Still, notable leaders, including
Revs. Peter Tan (now known as Johann Melchizedek Peter), Paul Ang, and David Wong
Kim, all delivered accurate prophetic words and became popular Bible teachers among
churches in Malaysia, Singapore, and Indonesia.'> These ministers formerly served
together at the Tabernacle of Glory. However, moral scandals in Peter Tan’s ministry led
to his migration to Australia. Consequently, many “prophets” or “ministers who moved in
the prophetic” left Tabernacle of Glory.'* The prophetic movement renewed many
churches until the wider prophetic movement (though not a result of Paul Ang or David
Wong Kim’s impeccable services) was questioned, especially after the demise of the
Anglican bishop of West Malaysia Tan Sri John Gurubatham Savarimuthu in 1994; the
Anglican bishop was prophesized to have a long life and ministry amid his illness, but he
died shortly afterward.

By 2000 there were 291 English-speaking AOG churches throughout Malaysia.
Newer churches, such as Renewal Lutheran Church and Damansara Utama Methodist
Church, experimented with music and performing arts in their outreach to youths
(without the approval of AOG Leadership/Council in the late 1990s and 2000s): they
mirrored Scripture Union’s musical rallies around the country from 1975-1979.

Tan’s final phase starts with the indigenous Pentecostal revival among the
Kelabits in 1973, which led to several contextual expressions and Spirit outpouring
among secondary school students in Sarawak. These expressions became the Sidang Injil
Borneo, which was originally founded by Borneo Evangelical Mission."> Crusades with
Indonesian evangelist Petrus Octavanius were instrumental in indigenization efforts.
Prayer movements developed at Bario in 1979, and revival meetings were organized at
Ba Kelalan in 1981-1985.'® Other initiatives were the planting of indigenous Chinese



Pentecostal congregations, such as Mengfuliaohui (Blessed Church, Kuching), and local
worship or gospel song productions in Sarawak.'” Pentecostal and charismatic
phenomena, altar calls, deliverance, and healing ministries were reported in the Anglican
Church of Sabah."®

Pentecostals and charismatics have increased their influence with Malaysian
Christianity and politics. 1 will mention an example. In the 2000s the National
Evangelical Christian Fellowship Malaysia (NECF) was a critical mediatory agency
among its network of churches. Pentecostals in NECF network included Assembly of
God, Full Gospel Assembly, Full Gospel Tabernacle, and Latter Rain Church."” The then
NECF Secretary General, Rev. Dr. David Wong Kim Kong, was a widely respected
Pentecostal leader and had been instrumental in reconciling conflicts between Pentecostal
and non-Pentecostal evangelical churches. One of his initiatives (Malaysian CARE)
before he joined NECF became a primary collaborative project for churches to express
social concern of the church.*® He was conferred “The Most Distinguished Order of
Chivalry” (Johan Mangku Negara) by the Malaysian prime minister and was regularly
invited to advise interreligious affairs in states and in the political structures of the nation.
Despite his critics,”’ he has been serving as principal consultant of the Leadership
Training Academy since his retirement from NECF.*

Threats continue to affect Malaysian Christianity. The Pentecostal/charismatic
movement is not spared. For instance, fringe groups bombed the Metro Tabernacle
Church because its senior pastor, Rev. Ong Sek Leong (also, general superintendent of
AOG of Malaysia), was the chairman of the 23rd Pentecostal World Conference, Kuala
Lumpur, held in June 2013.> Churches in Malaysia face persecution periodically due to
non-Christian religious pressures. A church retreat center near Tapah was raided in
January 2001, and the Bible Society of Malaysia was raided by Selangor Islamic
authorities, JAIS (Jabatan Agama Islam Selangor).”*

Singapore Pentecostalism: Brief History to Present

From the beginning, Singapore Pentecostalism and charismaticism contended with the
largely evangelical Protestant presence, along with the near century-old Catholic and
Anglican missions in the land.” Tt attracted Christians seeking renewal. The robustness
appealed to younger generations who were seeking self-identity and success in an
affluent society. Creative ways of harbingering for plurality, prosperity, and outreach
have characterized the LoveSingapore network of churches.?

Singapore Pentecostal/charismatic renewal historiography developed in several
phases.”” First is Western influences traced to Assemblies of God missionary efforts and
Finnish Pentecostal mission. After AG missionaries Rev. Cecil and Edith Jackson were
expelled from Mainland China in 1928, they labored with the Cantonese community in
Singapore and started a school for children in Balestier in 1929. Missionaries, including
Rev. Lawrence McKinney, joined them to reach English-speaking Singaporeans in 1932.
The newly formed group spilt, with McKinney starting Elim Church and the rest
becoming independent Pentecostal gatherings before the Japanese occupation (1942—
1945). Between 1947 and 1960 other missionaries established five other AG churches.”®
In 1958 seven Pentecostal churches and an independent church collaborated to organize a
two-week salvation-healing crusade, which extended for another three weeks. Finnish
Free Foreign Mission of the Pentecostal Churches of Finland planted several churches:



Zion Centre (renamed, Zion Full Gospel Church) in 1949, Glad Tidings Church in 1957,
and two other independent congregations.

Second are Asian influences traced to the positive reception of John Sung’s
revival meetings, and especially Hong Kong actress Kong Duen Yee’s itinerant ministry
in 1963. Christians from the Brethren tradition who received the renewal experience were
not allowed back in their churches. These newly Spirit-baptized believers, including the
late Elder Goh Ewe Kheng of the Brethren Assembly, formed a nucleus of churches,
which became the Church of Singapore.” Elder Goh chaired the Evangelical Fellowship
of Singapore (EFS) in the mid-1990s and led a number of evangelicals into the
Pentecostal renewal. He was chairman emeritus of Ting Ling Bible School and an elder
of the Church of Singapore.™

Third, the late 1970s to mid-1980s saw signs of vibrant charismatic renewal
among some mainline Protestants (Anglicans, Lutherans, Methodists, and Presbyterians),
free-church believers and evangelicals (e.g., Baptists, Evangelical Free, and Brethren
churches), and Roman Catholics.” The Full Gospel Businessmen Fellowship in
Singapore was formed in 1972; they organized the Spiritual Renewal Fellowship in 1974
for Pentecostals and charismatics who had experienced the renewal, and was reorganized
in 1975 to welcome other professionals.®® In 1985 Emeritus Bishop Doraisamy of The
Methodist Church in Singapore attributed its decade of church growth and membership to
the influence of the charismatic renewal.”> Pentecostal significance for the Methodism
was affirmed recently by one of its theologians, Dr. Roland Chia.**

A fourth phase was initiated in the late 1970s when Rev. Chiu Ban It, the sixth
Anglican Bishop of Singapore cum Chair of Scripture Union, Singapore, became a
charismatic after reading American Anglican clergy Dennis Bennett’s Nine O Clock in
the Morning. The renewal movement received impetus for growth under Bishop Chiu
and Bishop Moses Tay (who became archbishop of the province of Anglican Church in
Southeast Asia).”® The unparallel Pentecostal and charismatic deliverance ministry of the
Church of Our Saviour, under the leadership of Senior Pastor Rev. Derek Hong, was and
is still a shinning example of renewal in an Anglican congregation.’” With his bishops’
blessings, Rev. Canon Dr. James Wong played an instrumental role as founder-president
of the annual Festival of Praise, which gathered churches from various denominations,
including the charismatic LoveSingapore movement since 1986.*® However, the Anglican
embrace of Spirit-filled renewal cooled off during immediate past Bishop John Chew’s
time.*® Prospects for Pentecostal/charismatic renewal in Singapore Anglicanism have yet
to be a significant statement since the present bishopric of the Rt. Rev. Rennis Ponniah.

Among the fifteen Brethren churches in Singapore, Living Sanctuary Brethren
Church (LSBC) and Bethesda Bedok-Tampines Church (BBTC) are shinning examples
of the charismatic renewal.*’ The two churches not only maintained fellowship with other
Brethren churches, but they have also brought the autonomously run Brethren or
Bethesda churches together under the Brethren Network Fellowship, Singapore. LSBC
stood out as a community outreach church with its community penetration (CP) program.

In the Catholic Church, the charismatic renewal began with a prayer meeting led
by Edmund Ang in the Church of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary (abbreviated,
Nativity Church) in 1979.*' Nativity Church members founded the Chinese Charismatic
Renewal in 1995 and introduced the renewal to the Church of St. Anne in 2006; renewal
in St. Anne is now called the Burning Bush Charismatic Prayer Group.” There are



perhaps other Catholic renewal developments in Singapore that are not reported.
Ambivalence between Catholics and evangelical Protestants remains in the churches’
consciousness despite the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Singapore’s membership with
the National Council of Churches of Singapore and the presence of the Archdiocesan
Catholic Council for Ecumenical Dialogue (ACCED), which is led by Rev. Msgr. Philip
Heng, SJ.* The first joint healing service was attended by five hundred Catholics and
Protestants at Aldersgate Methodist Church on October 6, 2014, and was graced by
Catholic Archbishop William Goh, Methodist Bishop Dr. Wee Boon Hup, and Lutheran
Bishop Terry Kee.**

A further, fifth phase might include when some independent charismatic churches
that emerged from the charismatic renewal in the mid- to late 1980s grew to become
megachurches, especially since the 2000s. New Creation Church, which started under
Rev. Henry Yeo, transited its leadership to Senior Pastor Joseph Prince and reported
twenty-four thousand members in 2014.* It owns a state-of-the-art theater-seating
worship auditorium and several businesses—Daystar Child Development Centre, Rock
Productions (including their now expired acquisition, Marine Cove, previously East
Coast Park Recreation Centre), and Omega Tours and Travel.*® A few years before New
Creation Church more than doubled its membership, Faith Community Baptist Church
(FCBC) was the largest church in Singapore. FCBC’s senior pastor Rev. Lawrence
Khong’s illusions-magic ministry for outreach (since 2001 and MagicBox production in
2008),"” sociopolitical statements supporting Singapore’s penal code on criminalizing
queer lifestyle (in 2013),* among other nonconventional initiatives, resulted in some
three thousand members leaving the church; nonetheless, FCBC remained ten thousand
strong.* Khong remains seen as the Singapore coordinator for the Spiritual Warfare
Network, first appointed by C. Peter Wagner at the International Spiritual Warfare
Network Consultation in Seoul, Korea, in 1993.°° City Harvest Church (CHC)’s former
senior pastor Rev. Kong Hee, along with five church leaders, still faces allegations for
redirecting church funds meant for a new church building to support of their co-pastor
Sun Ho’s music career as their outreach in the performing arts industry; CHC had nearly
twenty thousand members in 2012 before the controversy.”' Other congregations such as
the seven-thousand-member Trinity Christian Centre, the one-thousand-member
Cornerstone Church (which sought accountability with Zion Fellowship International
from Waverly, New York), and the year-2000-inaugurated RiverLife Church of two
thousand members add to the local renewal expressions.

Finally, more recently, some Malaysian Pentecostals have crossed the border of
the peninsula to start a College of Prophets for River of Life Ministries (distinguished
from RiverLife Church, Singapore).”” They joined the prophetic call of Singapore
Christianity’s “Antioch of Asia” status, which has been affected for decades by many
evangelical missional para-church organizations, and the annual trans-denominational
GoForth Conference among the churches and para-church organizations, coordinated by
Singapore Centre for Global Missions (SCGM, previously known as Singapore Centre
for Evangelism and Missions, SCEM).>

The interreligious and intra-religious engagement in Singapore, unlike the
Malaysian Shari’ah Law arrangement, is governed by a statute, Maintenance of Religious
Harmony Act (approved March 31, 1992, and revised July 31, 2011).>* Together with the
Interreligious Confidence Circle (IRCC) operating in the country’s electoral



constituencies, “the government plays an active but limited role in religious affairs,
including efforts to promote religious harmony and toleration.””> With this backdrop,
Pentecostal and charismatic churches negotiate in the public spaces and creatively
express their faith, thereby transforming religious discourses and practices and generating
new forms of identification with global renewal movements.® Pentecostal/charismatic
public engagement, however, did not lead the Singapore churches’ public witness; the
burden fell on the National Council of Churches, Singapore, and its collaboration with
Trinity Theological College, Singapore.”’ One author calls these ranges of development
“filling the moral void.”® Megachurches operate unique social and community outreach
programs, some of which are on a national scale, and in collaboration with non-
Pentecostal non-charismatic Protestant churches in and across various constituencies.
Other events are more spiritually geared, such as the multi-tiered events of the nearly
two-and-a-half-decade-old LoveSingapore movement, which included the iconic year
2000 annual prayer walks that at its peak drew more than sixty thousand believers from
hundreds of churches, not forgetting that the LoveSingapore also brought together 120
churches and leaders—Pentecostal, charismatic, Evangelical Free, and other Protestant—
that was unprecedented before the recent decade of GoForth efforts.”

Few can disregard the Spirit-empowered mission of renewal in Singapore even
though its critics remain vocal, and these critics indirectly ensured the accountability of
the churches in the secular, civil, and public square. Dominant critics in recent years
include challenges to the prosperity theology teachings.® Controversies arose from City
Harvest Church and Faith Community Baptist Church, and to a lesser extent, the
“extreme-grace” and highly remunerated pastors of New Creation Church or the intended
“takeover” of Association of Women Action and Research (AWARE) by Church of Our
Saviour. Proselytization and scandals among churches in Singapore that caught the
attention of the public and media seem to stem mostly from independent charismatic
churches.”’ Some critics include fundamental churches that continue to decry the
“apostasy” of charismatic renewal.” Even AG theologian Simon Chan critiqued
Pentecostal/charismatic expressions, especially LoveSingapore, as “not deeply rooted in
scripture or the Christian tradition, but in pragmatism,” being one ‘“‘very much
conditioned by the prevailing culture.”® And in addition to the handful of more
established interdenominational or union seminaries, Pentecostals have few Bible
colleges, seminaries, and nonconventional colleges that support the development of its
leaders: Asia Theological Center (formerly, Asia Theological Centre for Evangelism and
Missions), Assemblies of God Bible College (formerly, Bible Institute of Singapore),
TCA College (formerly, Theological College of Asia), and Tung Ling Bible School.
These are among the vibrant claims to Holy Spirit movements in Singapore.** The
pneumatological vibrancy led Baptist scholar Johnson T. K. Lim to initiate a
multidisciplinary conversation among sixty-six international scholars on the Holy Spirit
(2015) and in relations to hermeneutics, the Bible, the church, Christian living, Christian
witness, ministry, preachers, and theologians of the Spirit, and a range of
pneumatological issues, intended for a trans-denominational lay-readership.®

Prospects Amid Challenges

Exciting prospects await Singaporean and Malaysian churches amid challenges in
theology, faith formation, outreach, interreligious engagement, and social witnessing. The
unknown is whether churches can renegotiate “spaces” for the future. Like the rest of the



religions in Asia, Pentecostalism has to construct and negotiate its platform, reform its
movement to adjust to shifting sociocultural dimensions and values, and contextualize
sensitively in a land of religious, cultural, ethnic, and socioeconomic pluralities.®®

Theology

In the transmission of faith from the Western Hemisphere, theology and praxis
interacted uneasily. Church leaders often relegated contextual theologization as
missiology even as theological taxonomy of the Western world had caricatured non-
Western, indigenous contextual theological endeavors as too missiological.’’” Asian
voices found themselves submerged under Western ways of expressing the faith.
Contextualization is especially challenging among Malaysian Pentecostals, as it is in the
rest of Southeast Asia.’® Malaysian Catholic Pentecostals’ use of the language of
possession, exorcism, and the name of “Allah” have raised questions of its
contradistinction from similar terms used in other religious faiths. These are examples of
the challenge of contextualization and inculturation that cuts across renewal movements
in Asia.” How may local leaders and Western observers receive local theological thought
and practice in promising directions started by the Centre for the Study of Christianity in
Asia, Trinity Christian College, Singapore’s commissioned theological and
ecclesiological monographs?”®

The challenge of theology amid enculturation did not help when local
megachurches in Singapore either disregarded theological education (such as is evident in
New Creation Church, Singapore) or started their own non-locally-accredited, though
international-affiliated, Bible institutes or schools (e.g., City Harvest Church and FCBC’s
respective program offerings) that maintained differentiated hermeneutics and reading
from historic seminary education. Would this proliferation amid currently recognized
Pentecostal offerings (e.g., ACTS College, formerly AG Seminary Singapore, TCA
College, Tung Ling Bible College) widen the already polarized, local renewal
developments, thereby diluting its witness among mainstream evangelical Christianity,
whose colleagues are trained in established and newer institutions (e.g., Trinity
Theological College, Singapore Bible College, Discipleship Training Centre, Biblical
Graduate School of Theology, and Baptist Theological Seminary)? In regards to the place
of theological education, the Malaysian Pentecostal movement may experience less
fragmentation than what is happening in the much smaller Singaporean island context.

Faith formation, seminary, and ecclesial unity

The reality of splintering or lack of active efforts toward legitimate unity at both
fronts is a concern among Pentecostals and charismatics, and between renewal and other
Christian traditions, including historic Orthodoxy and the Roman Catholic Church,
especially in Singapore. While churches do not live in a bubble, it appears that
denominations in Singapore have been slow to keep up with official dialogues and
developments between churches at the world and international levels. Denominations in
Singapore do not yet have ecumenical officers, and apart from the rare joint
commemorations, churches do not actively demonstrate efforts to heal memories or
reconcile doctrinal differences. Across the border, interdenominational collaborations
among Malaysian churches as well as insights at world Christian levels have much to
offer for the ecumenical trajectory of churches in these two countries.

A related issue is that the proliferation of Bible colleges and seminaries in
Singaporean churches celebrate diversity and vibrancy of many educational settings for



theological learning. Yet the innumerable institutional setups only speak to the reality of
the disunity among churches. Unlike the reality of geographical distance between states
in Malaysia, which perhaps warrants the existence of many schools,”’ I wonder how
seminary education could more ecumenically and wholistically pull the churches’
resources together in equipping leaders and training disciples, instead of the unspoken
competition that exists among them in Singapore. I do not denigrate the actuality of target
audience service in denominational seminaries such as the Union College consortium of
the Trinity Theological College, and the other laity-directed program offerings such as
Biblical Graduate School of Theology and Discipleship Training Centre. Also, how
would seminaries in Malaysia (no doubt spread thinly by its wide geographical states)
speak to the many issues of faith formation and relational development between churches
of various denominations and traditions: would the Pentecostal/charismatic ethos
promote unity and leadership with mainline churches and other non-renewal evangelical
and indigenous churches? It appears that seminaries still keep their turf amid observable
collaborations inter-ecclesiastically, claims Catholic Archbishop-elect, Julian Leow.”

Outreach: evangelism, interreligious engagement, social witness, and the civil space

Perhaps the most difficult to envision is whether Pentecostals/charismatics can
advance the Spirit-empowered mission for evangelism and outreach. After all, many
megachurches (planted and blossomed in renewal traditions) are already engaging in
state-of-the-art evangelism, mass missional consecration, and mobilization. Church
growth in megachurches in Singapore and Malaysia are not merely attributed to transfer
growth from other churches (also known as “stealing sheep”) but also due to the robust
and creative evangelism to the unchurched and younger generations.”” Churches have
also seen phenomenal increases of support for missions and missionaries. Literally, to a
large extent, with the successes of the GoForth Mission Conference the aspiration for
“Antioch” has already become a reality well beyond an originally Lausanne-initiated
vision for an accelerated outreach in the AD2000 movement (commonly associated with
Bill Bright, Billy Graham, Philip Teng, and others).”* Still, other religions in Asia
(including Malaysia and Singapore) continue to regard Christianity as a foreign religion,
whose church architecture, beliefs, and liturgy appear to be patterned or expressed
consistently with the Christianities of the European traditions.”

Apart from evangelism, outreach may also be considered in various aspects:
interreligious engagement, social witnessing, and Christian presence in the civil sphere,
though the trajectories for Singapore and Malaysia will be different in many respects.
Apart from the active Islam dialogue with Christianity in Malaysia, it is perhaps
reasonable to acknowledge that there is limited interreligious engagement between
Pentecostals and other religions in Singapore.”® It is not that Christianity or
Pentecostalism is not interested in interreligious understanding. Many seminars have
been conducted on formulating clear positions of harmonious engagements.”’ What
remains unpublicized are official engagements, if any, in light of the various
sociopolitical states and realities (briefly described above). For instance, the reality of
Islamization in Malaysia remains a challenge.”® Would interreligious sociality be forged
any differently if more of the “closed-doors” sessions between religious groups in both
countries were open to public observation?

Further, is religion merely an arena for private practice, and what is the extent of
Christianity and discipleship’s social and public witness? And is it really possible to



separate or even delineate between the belief and practice of one’s faith in the private and
public spheres such as is evident in the differentiated practices in Singapore and
Malaysia? In Singapore’s “state communitarian multiculturalism,” Singapore sociologist
Goh reminds that, “the state acts as both the guarantor and cultivator of a secular public
morality crafted from the wellsprings of the citizens’ religious beliefs and values”;
consequently, “religious pluralism is not only to be arbitrated, but has to be protected as
the very source of the nation’s secularity.””” Yet, in Malaysia, the Islamic statehood, no
doubt with a promise for freedom of practice of religion, has been a particular challenge
for Islamic-Christian relations, so much so that 2015 World Watch List ranks Malaysian
Christianity thirty-seventh on the global persecution index.*® While both nations vary in
their approaches to major and minority religions, the sociopolitical implications of
negotiating religious space in the public and private dimensions of life appear similar.
Religion not only occurs in the private sphere, but it also carries ramifications for the
public sphere.®' In that sense, Pentecostalism and charismaticism do not operate any
differently from the practice of the wider Christian traditions in both countries. The
question is: Does the “many tongues of the Spirit” allow more innovative approaches
than have yet been seen in the sociopolitical sphere? And how may Christianity, and
especially the Pentecostal/charismatic movement, avoid the pitfalls of a prosperity and
success-driven spirituality in its witness, which a prominent social theologian, Mark
Chan, calls, a “narcissistic spirituality”?**

Singaporean and Malaysian Christianity appear to have thrived in social witness,
e.g., the realm of non-evangelistic social engagements. The governments have welcomed
social contributions of religions, and various Christian groups in Singapore, for instance,
have been lauded by the state leaders.” One wonders if the public recognition subtly
pushes Singaporean Christianity’s continual social engagement in ways that unwittingly
moderates the evangelistic thrust of the gospel and encourages the emergence of
Christianity as a religion in the civil sphere that has to carefully negotiate its presence
without expressing any hint of civil disobedience, even if occasionally needed? I am not
disregarding the complexity of such public witness and social responsibility, and
Christianity’s contribution to the ongoing construction and development of public policy,
which have been duly pointed out by social scientists, theologians, and pastors.** I am
merely asking if Singaporean Christianity, as well as Malaysian Christianity in this
regard, is more or less limited to the roles prescribed to them, or if such is even necessary
for the social harmony and interreligious cohesion that are so badly needed in this region?
It is against this larger backdrop that we will need to keep watching how
LoveSingapore’s ongoing social contributions and attempts to sound out conservative
conscience of the public navigates the entrenched secular position of a pluralistic context.

Conclusion

From the early beginnings of renewal Christianity to the present in Malaysia and
Singapore, the movement has found pathways for growing the faith amid challenges.
While it may be too much to claim that prospects are bright or promising, it would be fair
to recognize that the renewal movement stands at a crossroad as it moves into a new era:
Will it be continue to shine and open up new frontiers as it had, or will it be become
submerged into mainstream evangelical Christianities of Singapore and Malaysia, amid
the complexities of private and public spheres of intra-Christian development,
interreligious engagement, and religious-sociopolitical involvement? While this essay



does not answer the question definitively, it pulls together some past and present
trajectories toward a reimagining of the multidimensionality of Pentecostalism and
charismaticism in both lands.*
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