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1 Tony Randall, A Brief  Guide to ASEAN & the ASEAN Economic Community
(UK: Avondale Investment Management, 2013), 1, http://www.slideshare.net/
TonyRandall1/4-final-version-asean-aec-guide.
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THE “ASEAN INTEGRATION”:
CHALLENGES TO ECCLESIAL AND

THEOLOGICAL PRAXIS

Emmanuel S. de Guzman

Since December of 2015, restrictions have been lifted to allow the free flow of
goods, services, investment, capital and skilled labor among the ten member-
nations of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations or ASEAN, including
Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei Darussalam, Singapore, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos,
Myanmar (Burma), Thailand and the Philippines. This inter-governmental project
seeks to actualize the vision of ASEAN as “one single market, one single
production base and one economic community.” The goal is to transform the
relationships of  the ten member-nations into an “ASEAN Economic Community”
through a process that has been dubbed as “ASEAN Integration.” This paper
sketches the ASEAN Integration and delineates the challenges it poses to the
local Churches in Southeast Asia and particularly to theologies that can foster
interculturality among the peoples in the region.

There may come a point when people across Southeast Asia will wake up one
morning at the end of  2015 to find themselves part of  one giant country with ten
“provinces.” 1

INTRODUCTION

his paper is a modest contribution to inform the local Church
and its theologians about the “ASEAN Integration” as a
contemporary socio-historical context within which and through
which they can respond with creativity and fecundity. The first section
of the paper will present the history of the Association of Southeast
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2 Prior to the creation of  ASEAN, there were at least two major attempts to
connect the Southeast Asian nations, such as the ASA (Association of Southeast
Asia) and MAPHILINDO (for Malaya, the Philippines and Indonesia), which
were created in 1961 and 1963 . For a history of  the ASEAN, see the following:
Thanat Khoman, “ASEAN Conception and Evolution,” http://www.asean.org/
news/item/asean-conception-and-evolution-by-thanat-khoman; “The Founding
of  ASEAN,” accessed at http://www.asean.org/asean/about-asean/history; and
“The Founding of  ASEAN,” at http://www.asean.org/news/item/the-founding-
of-asean.

Asian Nations or ASEAN. In the next three sections, the essay will
delve into some major aspects of the ASEAN Integration. In this
multi-faceted and complex project, the paper will focus only on
three aspects that might be important for the local Church and
theologians in their research, reflections and action amidst the
increasing economic intergration. These are the social cost of the
economic development,  the “ASEAN Way” of  managing conflicts
and decision-making, and the presence of rich and diverse cultural
and religious identities in Southeast Asia. In each of this discussion, it
will offer some thoughts or questions for the the local Churches and
theologians.

ASEAN AND THE “ASEAN INTEGRATION”

 The Association of Southeast Asian Nations or ASEAN was
founded in 1967 at the height of  the Cold War by the foreign ministers
of  Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand, and the Philippines.2
These young nations were facing great challenges, internally and
externally. Economically, they were rebuilding their societies out of
the massive devastation brought about by the Pacific War. Politically,
they were trying out models of governance appropriate to their
societies after gaining political independence from their European
and American colonizers.

The greatest challenge that the five nations had to face in the
1960s was security amidst global conflicts. The region became the
battle ground of the geopolitical competition between the United
States of America and the Soviet Union.  The threat of the rise of
communist insurgencies was intensified by the war in Indochina.
The government leaders feared that the war would escalate to their
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3 For a comparison between the ASEAN and the European Union, see
(Governor of Luzemburg) Pierre Gramegna, EU and ASEAN Integration Processes:
Similar Models?, accessed at http://archiveunu.edu/ unupress/lecture18.html. In
summary, while both EU and ASEAN were established for economic cooperation
there are major differences. One difference is the historical context that led to
their establishment; for EU, it was the need for free flow of  coal and steel that
drove the political governments to cooperate, while the ASEAN it was due to
political necessity in view of the communist threat and the Indochina war in the
region. Another major difference is this: while the EU as a supranational network
has legal and extra-legal components and has established institutions and
mechanisms for implementing the common market and security policies among the
member-nations, ASEAN works through a council of ministers, which meets only
once a year that shapes common positions amongst member states, but this council

countries in the fashion of a “domino effect.” But there were also
political disputes that broke out among the different nations. In 1963,
Indonesia was having a military confrontation with the newly formed
Malaysia. In 1965, Singapore was separated from Malaysia; there
were serious and bloody racial riots between Muslim Malays and
ethnic Chinese.  The Philippines, Malaysia and Indonesia were into
unresolved territorial disputes.  These global and intra-regional
problems pushed the five nations into cooperation while maintaining
their respective national sovereignty.  At that time, the rhetoric of  the
ASEAN founders was good neighborly relations and peaceful
settlement of  border conflicts. In a sense, the original impetus for
the creation of  ASEAN was political.  The end of  the Vietnam War
in 1975 seemed to calm a bit the ASEAN governments. Yet, for
about two decades there was no real or full-blown program of the
ASEAN, except for the usual diplomatic gatherings of  the Heads
of States and continuing communications among the foreign
ministers.  The ASEAN members’ concentration was on nation-
building, particularly the economic development of their countries
and the efforts to reduce the mistrust of external powers, regionally
and globally.

It is important to briefly state the nature of ASEAN here.
ASEAN is an intergovernmental organization primarily for economic
concerns and political security in the region.  Unlike the European
Union, ASEAN is not a supranational institution and legislative body
that can compel the member-nations to follow commonly held
decisions and policies.3  It is rather a network of  support among the
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does not have a legislative function. There are other major meetings of  ASEAN,
such as the triennial meetings of Heads of Government Meeting that give policy
direction to the Association, the Informal Summits that provide more opportunities
for the leaders to meet and to provide timely guidance to the Association, and the
Joint Ministerial Meeting attended by foreign ministers and the ASEAN economic
ministers to facilitate cross-sectoral coordination of and consultation on ASEAN
activities. An Executive Secretariat exists that serve as communication and
implementation hubs for the association. EU on the other hand has created many
commissions and institutions that deal with the complex and complicated situation
of the 27 country-economies of the Union. A third difference is ASEAN peculiar
feature of territorial disputes between its member-nations, which is less or not an
issue for the EU.  The resolution of  disputes is a crucial factor in the relationships
among the 10 member-states. See also, Lim Chin Beng, “European and ASEAN
Integration: Similar Models?” at http://archive.unu.edu/unupress/ lecture18.html.

4 “The original ASEAN logo presented five brown sheaves of rice stalks, one
for each founding member. Beneath the sheaves is the legend “ASEAN” in blue.
These are set on a field of yellow encircled by a blue border. Brown stands for
strength and stability, yellow for prosperity and blue for the spirit of  cordiality in
which ASEAN affairs are conducted. When ASEAN celebrated its 30th Anniversary
in 1997, the sheaves on the logo had increased to ten – representing all ten
countries of Southeast Asia and reflecting the colors of the flags of all of them.
In a very real sense, ASEAN and Southeast Asia would then be one and the same,
just as the Founding Fathers had envisioned.” “The Founding of  ASEAN,” at
http://www.asean.org/asean/about-asean/history.

5 Understanding the Asean Economic Commmunity: A Primer (Manila: Department
of  Trade & Industry, 2014), 4.

members on trade and security concerns. Regional economic
cooperation and trade concerns came to the forefront only in the
1990s, especially with the entrance of  new member-nations.  In 1984,
Brunei became ASEAN’s sixth member. After Cambodia, Vietnam
and Laos opened their market economies to regional and global
markets between 1995 and 1999, their applications to ASEAN,
together with Myanmar, were accepted.4

New global developments gave the ASEAN leaders more reason
to link their economies together. These developments included China’s
“opening to the world,” multinational companies’ strategy of
manufacturing in low-cost locations, Japan’s strategy of  shifting its
production of manufactured goods to Southeast Asia, European
economic integration and offshore manufacturing, and the USA’s
globalization drive.5
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6 “Declaration of  ASEAN Concord II,” at http://www.asean.org/news/
item/declaration-of-asean-concord-ii-bali-concord-ii

7 Eduardo Climaco Tadem, “Asean Elusive Integration,” at http://
opinion.inquirer.net/74164/aseans-elusive-integration

8 The summary of the three pillars of ASEAN Integration is based on the
Roadmap for ASEAN Community 2009-2015 (Jakarta: ASEAN Secretariat, 2009).

By the 1990s, the association shifted its raison d’être from political
necessity to stay away from global ideological conflicts to a vision of a
regional economic integration as basis of cooperation. The vision is to
make the territory of ASEAN a free-trade zone by the turn of 21st

century. The member-nations began liberalizing their trading laws,
reducing tariffs, and the adopting the global trading services of  the
General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) of  the World Trade
Organization (WTO).

The agenda of a regional economic integration intensified through
the Concord II of 2003 held at Bali, Indonesia. The meeting declared
the ASEAN ambition to become an ASEAN Economic Community or
AEC.6 This community is envisioned to have the following goals:  (a) a
single market and production base, (b) a highly competitive economic
region, (c) a region of equitable economic development with reduced
poverty and socio-economic disparity, and (d) a region fully integrated
into the global economy.  The target year for making the AEC a reality
is 2020, but in the 2007 ASEAN gathering, this date was advanced to
2015.  The year “2015” should not be seen as a hard target that will
suddenly transform the region as “one economic community.”  Rather,
the year will mark a milestone where activities that have been going on in
the last two decades will be accelerated towards becoming an AEC.7
From the rhetoric of good neighborliness of the 1960s and 1970s, the
slogan of ASEAN has become “one single market, one single production base
and one economic community.”

The structures, processes and mechanisms for the realization of the
AEC are more popularly known under the tagline ASEAN Integration.
A “Roadmap” or blueprint, formulated in 2007, serves as guide in the
implementation of the ASEAN Integration. This “one community” of
Southeast Asian nations will have three pillars: economic community,
socio-cultural community, and political-security community. These three
pillars aim at “ensuring durable peace, stability and shared prosperity in
the region.”8
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a) To become an economic community, ASEAN will pursue
the following:  (1) free flow of goods, with tariffs reduced to zero
and non-tariff barriers eliminated, along with improvements in trade
facilitation and the administration of the rules of origin; (2) free
flow of  services, particularly in air transport, e-ASEAN, heath care
and tourism; (3) free flow of investment; (4) free flow of capital,
with the full operations of the ASEAN Capital Market Development;
and (5) free flow of skilled labor, with visas and employment passes
given to professionals and skilled workers.

b) As a political-security community, ASEAN will ensure a
peaceful, democratic, and harmonious environment for the member-
nations. ASEAN is cognizant of  the fact that the security of  one
member-state is linked to one another, hence the need to promote
peace and security not only within ASEAN but to the larger stage in
general.  Dialogue, consultation, consensus and conciliation are the
means to peaceful resolution of conflicts between the member-
nations.  The peculiar brand of  diplomacy to conflict management
that ASEAN employs has been called “the ASEAN Way” (more
discussion of this later, below).

c) As a socio-cultural community, the member-nations will invest
heavily on people’s education, training, science and technology
development, job generation, and social protection. The premise is
that if ASEAN is able to provide these to the people, cross-cutting
issues such as poverty elimination, closing the development divide,
equitable economic growth, among others, will be addressed as well.
Moreover, the ASEAN Integration is expected to bring into the
consciousness of the Southeast Asian peoples a “regional identity”
besides their domestic identities.  It is seen that closer people-to-
people contact by making travel easier through visa-free arrangements,
educational exchanges, incorporating ASEAN studies in education
curricula, among others, will facilitate the search for a “shared identity”
among the peoples of  ASEAN.

In sum, the world of the Southeast Asian peoples will be like a
super- or hyper- market or mall, where the people are given a wide
array of product choices that ranges from low end to high end,
produced by local and regional producers. Farmers and
manufacturers of different nationalities are challenged to be innovative
and to utilize newer technologies of production in a spirit of healthy
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9 “ASEAN Regional Integration: Opportunities and challenges,” Asian Pacific
Daily, Sept. 10, 2014, at http://en.apdnews.com/news/36037.html.

competition whereby raw materials, products and services are
harnessed and freely exchanged without tariffs. It is envisioned that
people can enjoy their work and leisure by travelling across
geographical boundaries with less restrictions and in safe political
environments, and students and educators from various nations meet,
study and interact in one classroom in similar curricula or programs
such that one can study or teach the same subject matter from place
to place in the region. The ASEAN Integration promises itself to be
the identifying brand of the Southeast Asian peoples in the highly
competitive global market.

THE ECONOMIC DIMENSION:
SOCIAL PROTECTION OF THE VULNERABLE

On the surface, the drive towards ASEAN Integration looks
easy. The geographical proximity of  the ten member-nations makes
the free flow of  goods, services, investment, capital and skilled labor
manageable and efficient. Since the ASEAN Integration is basically
for economic purposes, it has the support of the governments and
big businesses which are willing and ready to take risks in a competitive
regional market.  Yet, the ASEAN Integration as a human historical
project has strengths and weaknesses, opportunities and threats. In
the following section of this paper, a few aspects of the ASEAN
Integration are discussed. I have selected those aspects which offer
challenges to the Catholic Church and its theologians, the first of
which is the economic nature of the Integration.

Capitalist-driven Economic Integration.  ASEAN’s goal of  sustainable
and equitable development is laudable in view of the massive poverty
and unemployment that mark the Southeast Asian region. On the
side of opportunities, the elimination of the trade barriers will mean
more varied and deeper business and investment opportunities.9  This
will encourage healthy competition in the region both on the quantity
and quality of  products, labour and services. The economic openness
of  the ASEAN countries will widen the markets and, assumingly,
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there will be greater possibilities for working people and generally
increased job employment. More export-processing zones in the
countryside are expected to rise as local, regional and extra-regional
or transnational corporations will engage in different production
activities. The projected benefits in terms of  expansion in trade and
exports and enhanced competitiveness of domestic industries include
more investments, jobs and welfare for everyone.

According to a positive appraisal from the Lee Kuan Yew School
of  Public Policy at the National University of  Singapore, even before
the 2015 launching of the AEC, the preparatory period has been
considerably successful in terms of  economic growth.

From 2001 to 2013 alone, ASEAN’s combined GDP rose
threefold, reaching $2.4 trillion. If  the ASEAN bloc were a country,
its growth rate during those years would rank second to China as the
highest in Asia. Between 2004 and 2011, ASEAN member states’
trade volumes, among one another and with the rest of the world,
more than doubled. Foreign companies express optimism about the
continued growth of  ASEAN markets. The overwhelming majority
of  the US Chamber of  Commerce’s member companies in Southeast
Asia predict larger profits and increased investment in ASEAN
countries over the next few years.

Growth and expanding trade have brought tangible benefits
for Southeast Asia’s people. In 2012, ASEAN’s GDP per capita
reached $3,748, more than double the 2000 figure of $1,172.5 Over
the last ten years, poverty levels across the region have plummeted.
In Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam, the proportion of the
population living on less than $1.25 a day fell to 16 percent in 2010,
from 45 percent in 2000. In the rest of ASEAN over the same
period, the numbers living below the poverty line declined to 15
percent, from 29 percent.10

In short, the ASEAN member-nations have demonstrated their
capability to reduce poverty during the last decade and it is foreseen
that the full operation of the ASEAN Integration will facilitate greatly
regional integration and a higher level of cooperation to ease out
poverty and unemployment.

10 Kishore Mahbubani and Rhoda Severino, “ASEAN: The way forward,” at
http:// www.mckinsey. com/insights/public_sector/asean_the_way_forward.
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 Notwithstanding the economic growth in statistics and the
promise of better life, dark realities lurk in the lives of 600 million
people. On top of these realities is the great disparity of wealth
among the Southeast Asians.  The true value and test of  the ASEAN
Integration rests on its sustainability and effectiveness to address
particularly the problem of food-security needs of 64.5 million
undernourished people in the region.11 There is also the question of
how the ASEAN Integration can move forward collectively given
the fact that there is imbalance of economic development among
the member-nations, with oil-rich Brunei and capital-rich Singapore
at the top level and Vietnam, Cambodia and Myanmar at the lowest
level.12 The economic gap between the rich and poor countries
continues to widen even under the various economic activities of
ASEAN. The Philippine’s former Socioeconomic Planning Secretary
Cielito Habito has noted that,

in 1970, of the five founders, the average income of
the richest member country, Singapore, was 11 times that
of the poorest, Indonesia; in 1990, this ratio was now 19
times; in 2000, 29 times. In 2010, the gap narrowed to 14
times... [I]n 1990, of the 10 members, the richest, Brunei,
was 201 times richer than the poorest, Burma. By
2000, Singapore, the richest, had 129 times Burma’s average
income. The gap narrowed to 62 times in 2010, but was
still worse than in 1970. 13

11 Henry J. Schumacher, “Asean integration: It’s happening,” at http://
www.businessmirror. com.ph/index.php/en/business/asean-economic-
community/21983-asean-integration-it-s-happening.

12 Eduardo Climaco Tadem, “Asean Elusive Integration” at http://
opinion.inquirer.net/ 74164/aseans-elusive-integration. Tadem points out also
that “Looming over Asean are the vast inequalities associated with intra-Asean
trade. In 2012, Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia dominated regional
trade with an 86.47-percent share. Singapore alone had 34.81 percent. The bottom
six countries (Vietnam, Philippines, Burma, Brunei, Laos and Cambodia) had only
a 13.53 percent share. Historically, Malaysia and Singapore have controlled regional
trade, taking in two-thirds of total intra-Asean trade in previous years.” Moreover,
air, sea and land transportation and infrastructures, which are requisites for effective
free flow of goods and services, are also not in good shape in several member-
countries. See, “PH 2nd poorest in infrastructure in ASEAN-5,”at http://
www.rappler.com/business/ industries/208-infrastructure/32893-philippines-
2nd-poorest-in-infrastructure-in-asean-5.

13 Cited in Tadem, “Asean Elusive Integration.”
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How the member-nations at the lower end will cope with the
competitive demands of ASEAN Integration will depend not only
on government and business leaders but more so by ordinary citizens
in having a sense of  ownership of  the long-term project.14 The
situation so far is that the idea of ASEAN Integration has been
confined to the top decision-makers and economic drivers of the
Integration. Even information and education about the vision of
AEC is seriously lacking if not nil at the grassroots level, especially
among the rural farmers and urban labourers who will carry the
ASEAN project on their backs.

The ASEAN Integration’s top-bottom approach lacks the
participation of  people in the local communities and workplaces.  In
fact, if a market vendor would be asked why the big garlic from
Thailand is cheaper than the smaller garlic from Nueva Ecija, a province
in the Philippines, he or she may not have a good explanation to
give.  As noted by a political observer from Indonesia, the “‘We-
feeling’ and sense of  belonging among the citizens of  ASEAN’s
member states is questionable as most of the decisions in ASEAN
originate from officials through a top-down approach.”15 This lack
of “ownership” by ordinary citizens brings up the question of who
will really benefit from the Integration.  

Giant transnational corporations or TNCs from North America,
Europe, Japan, South Korea, China and others have been playing a
major role in determining which countries or places where, for
example, garments sewing, electronics assembly, auto parts
manufacture and other labor-intensive undertakings will be located
for production of  regional and global supply. While the ASEAN
members are the visible artisans of the economic integration, extra-
regional corporations and financial institutions are the driving forces
and major beneficiaries in the production and consumption.
Investments from the TNCs are through local subcontractors,
suppliers and subsidiaries that have gone to cover almost everything
from agricultural seed production to agricultural processing, from

14 Mahubani and Severino, “ASEAN: The way forward.”
15 Verdinand Robertua, “Where is ASEAN cultural diplomacy?”at http://

www.cdc-ccd.org/Where-is-ASEAN-cultural-diplomacy?lang=fr
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golf and resort operations to medical tourism, from stock market
placements to real estate development, and so forth.  It appears thus
that the ASEAN Integration is a regionalization of global domination
of  advanced market economies.

The news media outlet Rappler reported that, according to a
study of the International Labor Organization (ILO) and the Asian
Development Bank (ADB), the ASEAN Integration will generate
employment for 3.1 million people in the Philippines.16 The labor
sector however is wary about this promise. Because of the
competitive character of the ASEAN Integration, employers will
try to increase their production by getting cheaper and malleable
labor. The scheme of  work may not be long-term but short-term
employment or what labour economists call “external labor market
flexibility.”  This means to say, “Footloose investments require flexible
labor hiring and firing arrangements. This gives rise to the widespread
phenomenon of  short-term hiring variedly called by trade union
organizers as ‘casualization’, ‘informalization’, ‘contractualization’,
‘irregularization’ and ‘non-standardization’ of work.”17 The most
susceptible to “labor market flexibility” and who have no choice but
accept low wages are migrants from the rural areas, overseas workers,
displaced workers from state-owned enterprises, “redundated”
workers and the large army of  unemployed/underemployed
workers.

.16 “ASEAN integration to create 3.1M jobs in PH,” October 8, 2014, accessed
at http://www.rappler.com /business/jobs/71427-asean-integration-jobs-
philippines. The study of ILO and ADB says that: “The demand for high-skilled
employment such as managers, professionals, technicians, and associate professionals
could also increase by nearly 60%. Meanwhile, medium-skilled employment could
grow by around 25% through employing clerks, craft, and related trade workers,
plant and machine operators and assemblers, and service and sales workers. Low-
skilled work could also rise significantly by more than 60%...”

17 Rene E. Ofreneo, “Asian/ASEAN Integration: Emerging Trends and
Implications on Trade Unionism,” at http://r.search.yahoo.com/
_ylt=A0SO81uCbx5UHvQADymzRwx.;_ ylu=
X3oDMTByaDNhc2JxBHNlYwNzcg Rwb3MDMQRjb2xvA2dxMQR2dGlkAw-
/RV=2/RE= 1411309571/RO=10/RU=http:// xa.yimg.com/kq/groups/
22066432/595882088/name/ Ofreneo%2bASEAN%2bEcon%2bIntegration%
2bFES-GUF%2bmeet.doc/RK=0/RS= vne4O3pkLh4pOaSK3I3WJw3rbTM-
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Advocacy for the Social Protection of  the Vulnerable Sectors.  The Catholic
Church has a rich tradition of social teachings, both on the universal
and regional levels.  The Church has not been remiss in proclaiming
these teachings, especially in the light of the obtrusive global capitalist
system and its negative impacts on underdeveloped nations.  Local
Churches of Asia also have a long tradition of social practices that
advances, among others, the principles of human dignity and rights,
the common good, total/integral human development, participatory
ethic and solidarity, subsidiarity, preferential option for the poor,
and the care for the environment.

The activation of these principles will be urgent in the ASEAN
Integration, with all its promises and dangers.  Yet, we also know
that the degree of  commitment to perform the evangelical and
missionary tasks have been varied in the local Churches across
Southeast Asia.18 The responses of local Churches range from being
non-committal to social issues, to critical collaboration, to maintaining
institutions of  care, to human rights advocacy, to networking with
nongovernment organizations, and to the more active ways of
participating with and on behalf of the vulnerable people.

One foremost reason for the diverse responses is the location
of Catholicism.  Where Catholicism is a minority religion, the
responses have been cautious, even non-involvement in social

18 The author of this essay recognizes that in 2011, Archbishop Leopoldo
Girelli was appointed by the Vatican as the first Apostolic Nuncio at the ASEAN.
At the time of his appointment, Girelli was already Apostolic Nuncio in Singapore
and East Timor, the apostolic Delegate in Malaysia and Brunei and non-resident
papal representative for Vietnam.  There is however no update on his involvement
in the ASEAN with regards to his role of “a voice that encourages dialogue and
good relations between the Churches and governments,” and to “(bring) Christian
values and creates more attention to issues such as protection of  human dignity,
religious freedom and human rights in ASEAN countries” (June 21, 2011, http:/
/ www.fides.org/en/news/ 29317-.ASIA_A_Catholic_voice_within_
ASEAN_social_conscience_ for_dialogue_and_freedom). On the ecumenical front,
attempts of awareness-building on the ASEAN Integration through conferences
are just starting. For example, see: “ASEAN COMMUNITY 2015: Challenges and
Opportunities for Churches,” at http://cca.org.hk/home/2014/06/asean-mission-
conference/;  “Thai Bishops: Church’s social doctrine, for development of  ASEAN
community,” http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Thai-Bishops:-Church’s-social-
doctrine,-the-development-of-ASEAN-; “Reaction to ASEAN Integration: Faith
Matters,”
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questions. Local Church communities have experienced repression
and other forms of  persecution either by governments or by other
more dominant religions in some parts of the region. Sometimes,
however, there is a thin line between survival, accommodation, and
indifference. Yet, even if  Catholicism is a dominant religion like in
the Philippines, church authorities and institutions have been
ambivalent in their responses to socio-economic problems.  In this
regard, a bishop confided that the apostolic exhortation Evangelii
Gaudium of  Pope Francis is not talked about by bishops in their
gatherings.  There is a telling silence about the bishops in their reception
or non-reception of this powerful document that sharply criticizes
global capitalism and calls on the Church to change its ways in order
to become a more effective witness of the gospel of Jesus of
Nazareth.

At the crux of the ASEAN Integration where the local Churches
of Southeast Asia will be called to take active role is the social
protection of people who will bear the brunt of regional economic
development. The watchdog Network for Transformative Social Protection
or NTSP submits that while economic sustainable development is a
worthy agenda, the major challenge for ASEAN is the social
protection of people who will carry the load of ASEAN Economic
Community. The NTSP is calling for “nationwide and globally funded
social protection systems that ensure a life of  well-being and dignity,
with rights to work, livelihood, basic social services, and social security
— all deemed as part of the social commons or essential things that
support humanity and that must be safeguarded and reclaimed like
water, education, health services, etc.”19  Among the most vulnerable
who need protection from exploitation are the women and children.
While ASEAN has put into writing a mandate for the protection
and defense of the rights of women, including the setting up of
mechanisms that will ensure the safeguarding of their rights,20 much

19 Rene E. Ofreneo, cited in “What should ASEAN integration achieve?
Social protection for its people, says regional network NTSP,” at http://
www.interaksyon.com/article/86539/what-should-asean-integration-achieve-
social-protection-for-its-people-says-regional-network-ntsp

20 See the following: Vitit Muntarbhorn “A Roadmap for an ASEAN Human
Rights Mechanism,” at http://www.fnf.org.ph/liberallibrary/roadmap-for-asean-
human-rights.htm; “2010 Ha Noi Declaration on the Enhancement of  Welfare
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work has to be done in making a reality the full protection of women
in the largely chauvinistic and patriarchal Southeast Asian social systems.

The Churches and their theologians can and should be at the
forefront of the social protection agenda.  Many local Churches
have taken the “Church of  the Poor” as a distinct character of  its
identity and mission.  The activation of this biblically based,
theologically grounded and pastorally relevant vision is urgently
needed when the ASEAN Integration makes a full swing in 2015.
In what would be an increasingly stringent and consumerist market,
the development of “safety nets” will be very important, but rather
than simply a practical approach to protect the poor, the workers
and other vulnerable sectors, it must turn into effective structures
that take into account the systemic perspective of the ASEAN
Integration. This means that the poor, workers, women are not only
beneficiaries of  the Church’s protection programs but they must be
active participants of their own economic and social development.

Many faith-organizations, Catholics, ecumenical, and interreligious,
are already in this direction but more is needed in the light of the influx
of  ideology through the ASEAN Integration. I say ideology because
behind the unrestricted free flow of  goods, services, capital, investment
and labor is a worldview, with its set of  beliefs, values and practices of
a global consumerist capitalist lifestyle.  At a deeper level, what is
promoted, cultivated, and nurtured in a competitive ASEAN Integration
is the drive for material wealth and economic prosperity.  The Churches
of  Southeast Asia should better reinvigorate its tradition of  social teachings.
These can be done by sustained awareness-building programs, by
supporting nongovernment organizations and people’s organizations,
and by collaborating with “people of goodwill” who help the poor
and the potential victims of ASEAN Integration regardless of their
political or religious positions.

and Development of  ASEAN Women and Children, Adopted by Heads of  States
at the 17th ASEAN Summit in Ha Noi, Vietnam on 28 October 2010,”at http://
www.asean.org/25445.htm; “Statement by the Southeast Asia Women’s Caucus
on ASEAN on the ASEAN Commission on the Promotion and Protection of the
Rights of  Women and Children, Open Session with the Working Group that will
work towards the establishment of the ACWC, 17 August 2009, Bangkok,” at
A s e a n - H a n d b o o k - f o r - Wo m e n s - R i g h t s - A c t i v i s t s . p d f / R K = 0 /
RS=xtdLaMc7pTqYVvbHnxMCS3HMKIw-
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For the theologians, the ASEAN Integration will be a fertile soil
for theological research, analysis, and reflections.  Those who are
involved in school and university education, as well as in forming
future ministers, may have to strengthen in their curricula the
capabilities for critical thinking and the privileging of the poor, the
victims, and the natural world.  These should not be left alone to
theology courses and liberal arts (although I believe our liberal arts
courses should be cognizant of their task of developing critical
thinkers), but the formation of  fundamental human values and virtues
should be integrated in all the academic disciplines, most especially in
the programs of  engineering, science and technology which are now
being aligned to meet the interests and needs of regional and global
economy.

On a more theological plane, the AEC and its process of
ASEAN Integration may serve as a locus theologicus, a source and target
of theological reflections, such as a rethinking of classical themes in
systematic theology, theological ethics, biblical studies, missiology,
and other disciplines.  “Think regionally, act locally” might be
appropriate in our times.  This calls for developing theologies that
are at once local and regional; as there is a jargon of “glocal” theologies
(global and local), in the Southeast region, there might be relevance
for “ASEAN theologies.” It would be theologies done in local
contexts but that takes into account Southeast Asian realities because
the ASEAN Integration will permeate all aspects of  living and at
levels of  human relationships. The ASEAN Integration is already
happening in the food and other goods people consume, the
television shows and movies people watch, the commercial
advertisements they browse, the clothes they wear, and the language
they speak. The ASEAN Integration is not “out there” as an external
reality; it has already manifested itself in subtle but powerful ways
that affect or influence people’s choices and desires.

The ASEAN theologies will be theologies that address not only
the experiences of  a local community, but the communities in the
region as well.  This might require theological resources coming from
various cultures in Southeast Asia or some ways of making
interconnections of  the struggles and hopes of  Southeast Asians.
There is still a need to help local communities to reflect on their
faith-experiences but with the ASEAN Integration, theologians need
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to take the extra effort to know and understand, too the faith-
experiences of  neighboring nations. In this way, theologians contribute
positively to the search for the “shared regional identity” that the
ASEAN Integration aspires but not so much to come up with a
“universal” theology that is applicable to all peoples in Southeast
Asia but a theology that respects and incorporates the varied
experiences of Southeast Asians in their common search for fuller
humanity. (I will say more about this in the following sections.)

THE POLITICAL DIMENSION: THE “ASEAN WAY”

A second set of challenges that is related to the socio-economic
aspect of  the ASEAN Integration revolves around the “ASEAN
Way.” What is the origin of  the phrase or concept of  the “ASEAN
Way”? According to Zhai Kun,21 in the first decade of  the ASEAN,
there were discussions among the five founding members about the
need to develop and foster ways by which tensions and issues can be
resolved between member-nations.  At the time, some nations were
involved in border issues, such as Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore,
and the Philippines.  Some former leaders, such as Singapore’s Lee
Kuan Yew and Malaysia’s Mahathir, advocated the concept of  “Asian
values” as basis for managing their conflicts.

Eventually, the ASEAN started to practice the principles of
negotiation, consensus and comfort. As the association grew bigger
in membership, especially with the addition of  countries from the
former Indochina, more problems of  security surfaced, not only
between nations but also internally in each nation. Should the ASEAN
get involved with these internal problems? How can the ASEAN
economic integration proceed efficiently amidst a region that has
different political models and ways of governance?

Borne of  practical experiences through the decades, the “ASEAN
Way” is understood today as the process and approach used by the
ASEAN in dealing with disputes and conflicts between countries or
within a country through diplomatic ways, without undermining the
sovereignty of  nations and with intervening in a country’s internal

21 Zhai Kun, “Origins of ASEAN power,” at http://press.anu.edu.au/sdsc/
architecture/mobile_devices /ch03s02.html.
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affairs.22  The ASEAN leaders and scholars as well, trace the roots of  the
“ASEAN Way” in the principles enshrined in the 1976 Treaty of  Amity
and Co-operation in Southeast Asia among the five founding member-
nations.  The principles that ASEAN nations hope to govern their
relationships, especially in the conduct of managing disputes and conflicts
include the following: (1) mutual respect for the independence, sovereignty,
equality, territorial integrity, and national identity of  all nations; (2) the
right of every State to lead its national existence free from external
interference, subversion or coercion; (3) non-interference in the internal
affairs of one another; (4) settlement of differences or disputes by peaceful
means; (5) renunciation of the threat or use of force; and (6) effective
cooperation among the member-nations.23

The “ASEAN Way” is practiced also in decision-making process
through “a high degree of  discreteness, informality, pragmatism,
expediency, consensus-building, and non-confrontational bargaining styles,
which are often contrasted with the adversarial posturing and legalistic
decision-making procedures in Western multilateral negotiations.”24 From
these principles, the “ASEAN Way” is often associated with the principle
of non-interference.

22 According to (former Secretary-General) Rodolfo Severino: “The five founding
members still nursed historic animosities toward and suspicions of one another. It
required remarkable statesmanship and a veritable act of  faith on the part of  ASEAN’s
founders to see beyond those animosities and suspicions – deeply embedded legacies of
history – and articulate and commit themselves to a shared vision and common
aspirations. ASEAN’s start was, inevitably, tentative.  With the hindsight of  history,
we can say that this aspect of  the ASEAN Way has served Southeast Asia well. By not
forcing its incredibly diverse and mutually suspicious members into legally binding
standards, ASEAN has done the remarkable job of moving its members from animosity
to the close cooperative relationship that they enjoy today, a relationship in which
violent conflict is all but unthinkable. We can say that the ASEAN Way has served
ASEAN well. Rodolfo C. Severino, “The ASEAN Way and the Rule of  Law” (2001),
at http://www.asean.org/ resources/2012-02-10-08-47-56/speeches-statements-of-
the-former-secretaries-general-of-asean/item/the-asean-way-and-the-rule-of-law.

23 “1976 Treaty of  Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia”, Adopted by the
Heads of State/Government at the 1st ASEAN Summit in Bali, Indonesia on 24
February 1976, http://www.icnl.org/research/library/files/Transnational/
1976Treaty%20.pdf.

24 Ibid. Confer, Rhoda Severino, “Asean: The way forward,” at http://
www.nationmultimedia.com/ opinion/Asean-The-way-forward-30235901.html; and
“The ‘ASEAN Way” as the Best Diplomatic Approach to Asia Pacific’s Contemporary
Challenges,” at http://thetalentedmrlem.wordpress.com/2011/01/28/the-‘asean-
way’-as-the-best-diplomatic-approach-to-asia-pacific’s-contemporary-challenges/.



58

The “ASEAN Integration”: Challenges to Ecclesial and Theological Praxis

For advocates and critiques of  the “ASEAN Way,”25 there are
socio-historical circumstances that make this diplomatic approach
unique to Southeast Asia.  It is said that the non-confrontational,
non-interventionist approach is suited to the region which is not
only pluralistic in cultures but also diverse in political ideologies and
government structure.26 Because of differences in models of politics
and governance, no one nation can impose its will over others but
cooperation can be sought out through dialogue, consultation and
consensus. For instance, Malaysia (parliamentary government) and
Brunei (constitutional monarchy) participated in brokering the peace
agreement between the Philippine government (presidential form)
and the Muslim armed movements.

Historically also, the ASEAN came about because of  the need
for security from external threats, politically and militarily; accordingly,
the member-nations highly value the sovereign equality of  members.
The ASEAN is an alliance of economic cooperation and does not
exercise political and juridical power over the member-nations. Earlier
territorial disputes between the Philippines and Malaysia, Indonesia
and Malaysia were resolved diplomatically where all parties were
winners.  Kim Hyung Jung cites these cases: In the ASEAN’s dealings
with Vietnam’s invasion of  Cambodia, as well as its relationship
with Myanmar, “The member states of ASEAN negotiated with
Vietnam rather than form a military alliance against it. In a similar
vein, the policy of constructive engagement that allowed full admission
of  Myanmar was also consistent with the norm of  non-interference
by members and by other external regional powers. Instead of
sanctioning or isolating Myanmar, as the Western powers advocated,

25 Summaries of the various studies are found in Juan “Jed” E. Dayang, Jr.,
“ASEAN Way: Moving Forward,” at http:// jedayang.wordpress.com/ 2010/09/
26/asean-way-moving-forward; and Rhoda Severino, “Asean: The way forward,”
at http://www.nationmultimedia. com/opinion/Asean-The-way-forward-
30235901.html.

26 ASEAN governments include democratic institutions (both parliamentary
and presidential forms, such as the Singapore, Indonesia, Malaysia, and the
Philippines; monarchies, such as Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia and Thailand,
although the latter two have constitutional monarchies with parliamentary systems
of government; as well as Marxist-Leninist governments (Vietnam and Laos); and
Myanmar which is federal parliamentary but ruled by military junta.
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ASEAN looked for a peaceful resolution based on the internal
conflict.”27

The ASEAN Way is appraised as helpful in managing political
and security issues among the members without necessarily resorting
to military actions that would negatively affect bilateral and multilateral
alliances. The “ASEAN Way” provides a process that promotes trust
even between states which have strained relationships because of
territorial disputes and other differences, e.g., Malaysia and the
Philippines over Sabah, and the reaction of Indonesia and Malaysia
to the Ambalat border issue.  At most, critical commentaries,
encouragement for reconciliation, and even informal meetings,28 are
given to troubled nations rather than imposing harsh legalizations
such as economic or trade sanctions, as in cases of human rights
violations in Myanmar, the Thai military takeover of the government
in a coup d’état, and the violence between Buddhists and Muslims in
the Rohingya province of  Myanmar.

Furthermore, there are views of  the “ASEAN Way” as having
developed a conflict management mechanism and decision-making
process that follows the Malay tradition of musyarawah (consultation)
and muafakah (consensus-building). In musyarawah, “the leader does
not act arbitrarily nor imposes his [sic] will but rather make gentle
suggestions of  the path the community should follow, being careful
to always consult all other participants and to take their views and

27 Kim Hyung Jong, “ASEAN Way and its Implications and Challenges for
Regional Integration in Southeast Asia,” Jati, Vol. 12 (December 2007), 19; at
h t t p : / / r . s e a r c h . y a h o o . c o m _ y l t
=AwrSbl2JKDhUELUAFqGzRwx.;_ylu=X3oDMTByaDNhc2Jx BHNlYwNzcg
Rwb3MDMQRjb2xvA2dxMQR2dGlkAw/RV=2/RE=1412995338/RO=10/
RU=http://umrefjournal.um.edu.my/filebank/published_article/454/
Kim%2520Hyung%2520JongASEAN%2520Way

28 Informal meetings are done “to discuss and analyze common interests with
a step-by-step approach to reach an agreed upon resolution. In Indonesia, this is
called “gotong royong (literally meaning cooperation without reservations).” The
same approach was also used in the case of the Jakarta Informal Meeting in the
early 1990s, which was aimed at helping Asian nations solve the Cambodian
problems after the end of  Vietnam War.” “The informal meeting of the ASEAN
Sea,” at http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2014/06/20/the-informal-
meeting-asean-sea.html
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feelings into consideration before making a decision.”29 If there are
disagreements, the sense of  the “ASEAN Way” says “We agree to
disagree without being disagreeable.” Kei Koga in his essay, “The
Normative Power of  the ‘ASEAN Way’,” describes the process this
way:

In this norm, if a consensus cannot be reached on a
contentious issue, the ASEAN member states agree to
disagree and go their separate ways, with ASEAN
assuming no official position on the issue. ASEAN has
also trained its members to work around conflict. When
intra-ASEAN issues cannot be resolved, they can be put
aside so that they do not interfere with cooperation on
other matters. This non- confrontational approach to
decision-making has become the model for the so-called
‘Asian way’ of  diplomacy.30

Another suggestion for the cultural source of  the “ASEAN Way”
is the political culture in many Southeast Asian societies, which are
personalistic, informal and non-contractual. Colonization did not
totally transform political institutions in the Weberian sense of
rationality and bureaucracy, and in fact, colonization may have
reinforced the dominance of local elite who lived up to traditional
systems of  a highly private and informal political culture. “Thus,
even today, a set of  social etiquette exists which has its basis in
indirectness and social harmony.”31  In using the diplomatic approach
to settling differences, the ASEAN allows member-states to focus
on issues that have the potential for cooperation, though the decision-
making is likely to be slow. The approach also dictates that the
member- states choose to temporarily set aside contentious issues,
agreeing to solve them “in due course.”

29 “The ‘ASEAN Way” as the Best Diplomatic Approach.”
30 Kei Koga, “The Normative Power of  the ‘ASEAN Way’,”81; accessed at

http://www.academia.edu/ 4027546/The_Normative_Power_of_The_
ASEAN_Way.

31 Gillian Goh, “The ‘ASEAN Way’: Non-Intervention and ASEAN’s Role in
Conflict Management,” at http://r.search.yahoo.com/
_ylt=AwrSbmAeNDJUpq4AmhSzRwx.;_ylu= X3oDMTByaDNhc2Jx
BHNlYwNzcgRwb3MDMQRjb2xvA2dxMQR2dGlkAw— RV=2/
RE=1412605087/RO=10/RU=    http:// web.stanford.edu/group/ sjeaa/
journal3/geasia1.pdf
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The positive contributions of  the “ASEAN Way” to regional
stability are summarized by a blogger as follows:

… [T]he ‘ASEAN Way’ is the best diplomatic
approach in dealing with the contemporary challenges of
the wider Asia Pacific region. While acknowledging its
limitations, the ‘ASEAN Way’s capacity (1) to provide an
environment conducive for the formation of norms, (2)
to effectively manage conflicts, (3) to enhance regional
integration by allowing socialization among countries and
the formation of  a collective identity,… [are] the main
reasons why it should be acknowledged as the best
diplomatic approach for the region.32

“ASEAN Way”: Which Way?  Whose Way? Yet, with its good
sides, the “ASEAN Way” raises many concerns and issues when this
becomes the guiding norm in dealing with differences in the process
of ASEAN Integration, and when this spills over to aspects other
than security issues. I offer here only five questions for theologians.

First, while the principle of non-interference in internal affairs
of  a country is at the foundation of  ASEAN, and acknowledging
that there is diversity of political models which member-nations
cannot touch, where will or can the prophetic voice come so that the
“ASEAN Way” does not become an excuse for human rights
violations and curbing community rights and freedoms, especially in
religious, racial or ethnic issues, which may be tied up to issues of
land, resources, and employment?33 Some ASEAN states are using
their own style of  governance versus the “Western way of
democracy” to justify their dealings with human rights problems.

32 “The ‘ASEAN Way” as the Best Diplomatic Approach to Asia Pacific’s
Contemporary Challenges,” at http://thetalentedmrlem.wordpress.com/2011/01/28/
the-‘asean-way’-as-the-best-diplomatic-approach-to-asia-pacific’s-contemporary-
challenges/

33 Eva Kusuma Sundari, “Where is the ASEAN community?” at http://
www.rohingyablogger.com/ 2013/08/where-is-asean-community.html. A case in point
is “Rohingya.” In 2012, a Buddhist woman was raped and killed allegedly by three
Muslim men. This caused violent riots between the two ethic-religious communitiesthat
cost hundreds of lives dead and tens of thousands Muslim Rohingya were displaced
from their homes by violent mobs, and businesses were burned to the ground. The
military regime of Myanmar claimed the “Rohingya problem” to be an internal matter,
but strikingly most governments of ASEAN took the same position. 
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Can theology be a vehicle of  that prophetic voice, especially on
behalf of the victims and vulnerable sectors of ASEAN societies?
In a situation where Christianity, particularly Catholic Christianity, is a
minority, in what ways can theologians help the local churches fulfil
their prophetic role?

Second, if  indeed the “ASEAN Way” reflects some cultural
traditions of Southeast Asian peoples, how can the practices of
dialogue, consultation and consensus be avenues for the hearing of
suppressed and hidden voices in a regional world that is authority-
centered, male-dominated, personality-oriented and patronage-based?
Or, will the “ASEAN Way” legitimize modern slave practices by
keeping the lesser skilled workers, women and children, and ethnic
groups in a relationship of domination and marginalization? In what
ways can dialogue, consultation and consensus be recast in a liberative
or an emancipatory perspective that transforms the situation of
exploitation and marginalization that the economic project might
bring to the ASEAN Integration?

Third, it has been pointed out and recognized by ASEAN leaders
and groups that the “ASEAN Way” has yet to deal with newer
problems which may not be managed or resolved by the principle
of  non-interference and practices of  “discretion, informality,
expediency, consensus-building, and non-confrontational bargaining.”
These problems go beyond territories, political ideologies and
cultural-religious temperaments, such as terrorism, cyber-crimes, drug
trafficking, human smuggling, and environmental disasters.  Is there
a need to practice the “ASEAN Way” differently or more
meaningfully in the light of these new problems and what cultural
resources do Southeast Asians have developed that can respond to
these newer problems?

Fourth, when I asked a university consultant on “Outcome-based
Education” or OBE on who is ultimately the driver of the OBE,
towards what the direction the OBE is moving, and for whose
needs and interests are the OBE curricula, the answer I got was “It is
you (the school) who determines the direction towards the kind of
graduates you want to develop, and for your school and industry-
partners’ needs that are being responded to.” I was not, of  course,
satisfied with his answer and I would have preferred to hear a more
transparent response.  How is this experience related to the “ASEAN
Way”?  I will ask the same sets of  questions.  Will the “ASEAN Way”
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become an ideological tool to incorporate the region in a global
market system driven by Western capitalism?  As a political analyst
points out,

ASEAN, in this regard, has fallen into the regime of
capitalism, a Western product. In this sense, ASEAN has
unconsciously adopted Western values. By integrating with
the world market ASEAN is mimicking the Western
approach. In the end, ASEAN becomes a part of the
West’s efforts to create economic interdependence. ASEAN
“grows” to become a mere market and hence is open to
the exploitative relationship between core and peripheral
economies. Ultimately, for ASEAN to purely mimic the
Western approach as part of  its learning process becomes
a drawback.... Arguably, this (“ASEAN Way”) approach
may offer an alternative model for international relations
but only if  it is developed to survive an ever-changing
world where powers tend to be both dynamic and
manipulative. 34

So it seems the theologians have a lot of stake in the ASEAN
Integration. The ASEAN Integration can be imagined as a bridge
that will bring together people towards a “shared regional identity.”
But the success or failure of the Integration will be factored by how
people are able to negotiate their cultural identities while working on
a common economic project through the “ASEAN Way.” I would
like now to turn to this crucial dimension on the ASEAN historical
project.

THE SOCIO-CULTURAL DIMENSION:
A MULTIPLICITY OF CULTURAL

AND RELIGIOUS IDENTITIES

Many yet One? The ASEAN Integration is a daunting task. It is
because the Southeast Asians are not culturally homogeneous. There
exists a plurality and diversity of cultural identities in the region.  While
it covers only 3% of the total land area of the earth, Southeast Asia
is inhabited by almost 700 million people or about 9% of  the world’s

34 Bahana Menggala Bara, “Weaknesses in the ASEAN way,” at http://
www.thejakartapost.com/news/2014/05/10/weaknesses-asean-way.html
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population. The region has a multiplicity of histories, civilizations,
cultural heritages, philosophies, languages, political systems, economic
activity and stages of  development, and religions.35  No other place
in the world has greater cultural diversity than in the Southeast Asian
region.

To give some examples: Indonesia has 250 million people, the
biggest in ASEAN and the fourth most populous country in the
world. There are about 300 ethnic groups in Indonesia, each with
cultural identities developed over centuries, and influenced by Indian,
Arabic, Chinese, and European sources. Indonesia’s national
motto, ”Bhinneka Tunggal Ika” (“Unity in Diversity,” literally, “many
yet one”), articulates the diversity that shapes the country. Indonesia
is also the largest Muslim country in the world. Muslims comprise
88-89% of its total population.

Malaysia has three primary races, namely, Malay (58%), Chinese
(24%), and Indian (8%). Indigenous natives are at 11%, and others at
7.8%.36  The Malays predominate in the rural areas, while the Chinese
are concentrated in urban and mining areas, where they control much
of  the nation’s wealth, and the non-Malay indigenous groups are
located in the peninsula. The largest indigenous group is Sea Dayaks
or Ibans, followed by the Land Dayaks or Bidayuh. The majority
of Sabah’s population consists of  indigenous peoples, principally
Kadazans, Bajaus, and Muruts.

In Singapore, the Chinese are the dominant ethnic group at 74.2%
of the population, with Malays at 13.3%, Indians at 9.2%, others at
3.3%.37 The geo-demographic and economic profiles of Singapore
are now marked with many migrants or guest workers coming from
the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, and Bangladesh.

Thailand has more than 30 ethnic groups varying in history,
language, religion, appearance, and patterns of livelihood.38

35 See, Understanding the Asean Economic Commmunity: A Primer (Manila:
Department of  Trade & Industry, 2014), 2-3.

36 Source: http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/Asia-and-Oceania/
Malaysia-ETHNIC-GROUPS. html#ixzz3FT9IkRHK

37 Source: http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/Asia-and-Oceania/Singapore-
ETHNIC-GROUPS. html#ixzz3FT8Rrdx8

38 Source:  Source: http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/Asia-and-Oceania/
Thailand-ETHNIC-GROUPS.html#ixzz3FT8Rrdx8.
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Groupings of Thai comprise about 75% of the total population.
The major Thai groups are the Central Thai (Siamese) of the Central
Valley, the Eastern Thai (Lao) of  the Northeast (Khorat), the
Northern Thai (Lao) of North Thailand, and the Southern Thain
(Chao Pak Thai) of peninsular Thailand.39 A major ethnic minority is
the Chinese (about 14%) who are engaged in business
and commerce throughout the country.

Brunei has Malay (65.7%), Chinese (10.3%), and indigenous
people (about 24%).40  In Cambodia, over 90% of the entire
population are ethnic Khmers, descendants of the original population
in the area. The largest minority groups are the Vietnamese (5%) and
the Chinese (1%).41  The Philippines has eight major ethno-linguistic
groups, predominantly living in lowland areas, and many indigenous
tribal communities.

What this rundown shows is the beauty of  diversity, a
kaleidoscope of traditions, and the richness of human resources
that can bridge closer the ASEAN people not only economically but
also socio-culturally.  The ASEAN leaders recognize now that cultural
understanding is an essential component for long-term economic
cooperation and sustainability.42

39  The former Prime Minister Mr. Anand Panyarachun asked a group of people
from government, the military, judiciary and academic on the question of  how to deal
with the people in the deep south of  the country, “Who amongst you illustrious
individuals of this country are 100% Thai? No-one replied. Everybody looked down....
So who are we to impose (solutions) upon those people in the deep south, on people
who have been there hundreds of years before us?” Cited in “Sec-Gen Surin: ASEAN
Identity”.

40 http://www.indexmundi.com/brunei/ethnic_groups.html.
41  Source: http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/Asia-and-Oceania/

Cambodia.html#ixzz3FTAcTCs8.
42 In its Blueprint for Socio-cultural Community, the ASEAN states these

enabling goals, among others:
“4. The primary goal of the ASCC is to contribute to realising an
ASEAN Community that is people-centred and socially responsible
with a view to achieving enduring solidarity and unity among the
nations and peoples of ASEAN by forging a common identity and
building a caring and sharing society which is inclusive and
harmonious where the well-being, livelihood, and welfare of the
peoples are enhanced.
“5. The ASCC will address the region’s aspiration to lift the quality
of life of its peoples through cooperative activities that are people-
oriented and environmentally friendly geared towards the
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In its Blueprint for Socio-cultural Community, the ASEAN states
these enabling goals, among others:

“4. The primary goal of the ASCC is to contribute to
realising an ASEAN Community that is people-centred
and socially responsible with a view to achieving enduring
solidarity and unity among the nations and peoples of
ASEAN by forging a common identity and building a
caring and sharing society which is inclusive and
harmonious where the well-being, livelihood, and welfare
of the peoples are enhanced.

 It will not be easy, however.  The struggle for material, capital
and symbolic resources have been at play as Southeast Asians lay
claim or reclaim their spaces of  identity. For instance, in southern
Philippines, a clan headed by a Filipino claimant to the Sultanate of
Sulu “invaded” a northern portion of Sabah on the belief that it
belonged to the sultanate from which he descended. The Malaysian
government through its military forces repelled the self-proclaimed
sultan’s forces and demanded that his constituents leave the place.
Moreover, in the present time, the Philippines is struggling with China
over territorial waters.  In other places, the presence of  a “cultural
other” who is different can unleash deeply seated antagonism,
sometimes accompanied by extremism and ultra-nationalist
sentiments.  Even cultural symbols have become areas of  contestation,
such as “Thailand’s past claim to the 12th century Angkor Wat, one
of the largest cultural monuments ever built and its war with
Cambodia from June 2008 to December 2011 over the 11th-century

promotion of sustainable development. The ASCC shall contribute
to building a strong foundation for greater understanding, good
neighbourliness, and a shared sense of  responsibility.
“6. The ASCC is characterised by a culture of regional resilience,
adherence to agreed principles, spirit of cooperation, collective
responsibility, to promote human and social development, respect
for fundamental freedoms, gender equality, the promotion and
protection of human rights and the promotion of social justice.
“7. The ASCC shall respect the different cultures, languages, and
religions of the peoples of ASEAN emphasise their common
values in the spirit of unity in diversity and adapt them to present
realities, opportunities and challenges.” (Roadmap for ASEAN
Community 2009-2015, 67).
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Preah Vihear Temple. There are ultra-nationalist groups in Indonesia
alleging that Malaysia has stolen their heritage songs and dances and
they are threatening to unleash violence on Malaysia.”43

Space thus is not only phyhsical place but a contentious space of
identity, dignity and freedom.  In the Integration, where people of
diverse cultures and ehtnicities will occupy the same space, it is the
migrants who will be the bearers and expressions of the cultural
encounters.  Migration within the Asian continent has been significant
already in the last 40 years,44 and the ASEAN Integration will reinforce
to a greater extent the domestic and international mobility of
Southeast Asian rural and urban workers, both skilled and unskilled,
documented or authorized and undocumented or unauthorized. With
economic competition, companies and industries will turn to
migration to increase their pool of workers and professionals, albeit
on flexible terms and with low pay.   Hiring migrant workers is also
a solution of some societies to their lack of workers to do the 3D
(dirty, difficult, dangerous) jobs. “Although it is not widely
acknowledged, labor migration is one of the factors that sustained
the economic growth of the more developed countries in the
region.”45

The ASEAN’s vision of  a “shared or common regional identity”
will be negotiated, shaped, embodied and expressed by people who
draw their homeland culture and host or receiving culture into an
encounter.  Along with the flow of  capital, goods and services across
borders is the flow of  ideas, values, and practices across cultures.
Migrant workers make possible the transfer, crossing, and passage
of  material, human, and cultural resources.  In this current, they open
themselves up to a diversity of influences as they encounter situations,
peoples, and cultures other than their own.46

43 K. K. Tan, “Asean: The case of  cultural heritage,” athttp://
www.thesundaily.my/news/780975

44 See Maruja Maruja B. Asis, Understanding International Migration in Asia,
Exodus Series 1, A Resource Guide for the Migrant Ministry in Asia (Quezon City:
Scalabirini Migration Center, 2005).

45 Ibid. 17,
46 Emmanuel S. de Guzman, The Laity in the Ministry to the Migrants, Exodus

Series 6, A Resource Guide for the Migrant Ministry in Asia (Quezon City: Scalabrini
Migration Center, 2005), 4.
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When the migrants’ cultural identities are also marked by religion,
the work for ASEAN Integration can become enormously tough.
In the Southeast Asian region, there are 240 million Muslims, 125
million Christians, 150 million Buddhists, 7 million Hindus, and 50
million followers of  indigenous religions.47  As intraregional migration
for work, change of residence or even tourism progresses, the
situation can be potentially constructive and positive, but in the midst
of competition, it can also be very damaging and negative.
Experiences have shown that religious passion, religious motivation
and religious inspiration are embedded in cultural identities of people
that either lead to peaceful co-existence or violent rejection of
differing communities.48  In this context, ethnic minorities and
indigenous people are most defenseless in the economic competition
where capital, technology and production will be fought over and
often won by the dominant cultural or religious groups, or the local
economic elite with allies in the political institutions.49

Towards a Halo-Halo Church and Halo-Halo Theologies? Ecclesial and
theological praxis will have to face the reality of the diversity of
cultures and religions, along with the tensions and problems, coming
forcefully to the foreground of the ASEAN Integration.  What is
the shape of  the church and theology that will be born in the context
of ASEAN Integration?  I have no concrete answers for the moment
but it is possible to explore a vision of Church that seriously considers
the character of interculturality that we find in pastoral efforts in

47 Mahbubani and Severino, “ASEAN: The way forward”.  Confer with this
data: “42% of  the total population of  ASEAN, 40% will be Buddhist and the rest
divided among Christian and other religious minorities“ (Imtiaz Muqbil, “ASEAN
Religious, Cultural Harmony As Critical As Economic Integration,” August 25,
2014, at http://www.travel-impact-newswire.com/ 2012/08/asean-religious-
cultural-harmony-as-critical-as-economic-integraton-prof-yusuf/#ixzz3ElTuo9Ca

48 Luke Hunt, “Ethnic tensions the biggest threat to Asean economic unity,”
at http://www. nationmultimedia.com/opinion/Ethnic-tensions-the-biggest-
threat-to-Asean-econom-30203565.html

49 See the following: “Statement of Indigenous Peoples & Ethnic Minorities
of  ASEAN“ (2012), at http://www.aippnet.org/index.php/human-rights/763-
statement-of-indigenous-peoples-a-ethnic-minorities-ipaem-of-asean; “Ethnic
Groups, Natural Resource Management, and Sustainable Management,” at http:/
/www.aseangreenhub.in.th/envinat-ac/index.php/en/developmentsection/104-
development-3
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migration contexts since the ASEAN Integration is a not only of a
movement of economic goods but basically a movement and
transformation of  people who bring along their worldviews,
languages, temperaments, belief systems, values and ways of living
into the process of integration.  I think what will emerge is an
“intercultural church and theology.”50

We can take the definition of  “interculturality” offered by the
International Network on Cultural Policy as:

the interaction, exchange and communication
between cultures where the individual recognizes and
accepts the reciprocity of  the other’s culture. Interculturality
implies embracing cultural diversity as something natural
and evident. It calls for mutual listening and dialogue
between cultures which in turn would lead to intercultural
understanding and respect. In essence, the intercultural
promulgates the view that cultural diversity does not
threaten but rather, enriches the social fabric of  a society.51

Interculturality prizes mutuality and reciprocity.  As such, the
intercultural church adopts a view of culture that is dynamic,
heterogeneous, and negotiated. Cultures are bendable and stretchable,
though not infinitely, as they exchange ideals, values and styles of
living. This dynamic view of  culture is different from the notion of
a “pure” and exclusive culture that is not influenced by another culture.
In a “monocultural church,” there is also the tendency to assume that
people are the same and that the pastor preaches in a way that the
gospel is “universal” whereby its “universal” meaning is not stained
by cultural influences or that is applicable to all peoples in all places
at any time.  The intercultural church, however, is where various

50 A more thorough discussion of an intercultural church is found in my work,
Mapping the Church on the Move, Exodus Series 12 (Quezon City: Scalabrini Migration
Center, 2010). An abridged version is published in Agnes M. Brazal and Emmanuel
S. De Guzman, “Intercultural Church: A Challenge in the Asian Migrant Context,”
in Migration and Church in World Christianity, edited by Peter Phan and Elaine Padilla
(New York: Palgrave McMillan, 2014), and Agnes M. Brazal and Emmanuel S. De
Guzman, Intercultural Church: Bridge of Solidarity(Borderless Press, 2014).

51 De Guzman, Mapping the Church on the Move, 9.
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cultural identities are permitted to be exchanged and in the process
all participating cultures are affirmed of  their respective identities yet
enriched by the contribution of  other cultures.  This church is also
open to interact with other religions; in the spirit of openness and
trust, they collaborate to work for the common good.

The intercultural church is also unlike a “multicultural church”
that recognizes and respects diverse cultures without necessarily making
them interact and learn from one another.  In the multicultural
composition, various nationalities or cultural groups are given separate
physical places to hold their activities. The intercultural church however
upholds a strong notion of cultural difference without however
radicalizing differences as if these were unbridgeable.  The intercultural
church allows or creates opportunities for the different cultures to
interact and communicate with each other on the common space
they occupy so that people can be transformed into “ASEAN
intercultural church”.

The intercultural church is also attentive to the heterogeneous
character of  cultures.  Looking at the member-nations of  ASEAN,
while they differ in nationalities, we have also seen that there is not a
single, unvarying way of life within one nation but there exist multiple
identities and divergent practices. In the free flow of  labor particularly,
we will meet differences in economic class, ethnicity, gender, age,
religious traditions and political persuasions even if people come
from the same country. These identities allow people to have
meaningful lives and relationships, but they also produce asymmetrical
relationships of power, conflicting interests, and gradations of
domination and marginalization. People within a member-nation
are not exempt from internal dynamics of  power-relationships.

In the process of reciprocal exchange, cultures cross boundaries
to negotiate their identities. Interculturality thus is also “transcultural,”
which highlights the creation of identities ensuing from the process
of cultural negotiation.  In the ASEAN Integration, where the Church
can be an active participant, people do not lose their identity, but
interculturality makes people appreciate better the richness of cultures,
their own and others.  What will make the Church “intercultural”
cannot be defined in theory but must be sought out in practice,
however risky and strenuous it might be. Cultural identities, and other
identities as well, are not given up in the process; they are redefined
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or recast in changing circumstances.  In an intercultural church, people
gain some elements from other cultures, lose some elements of their
cultures, and synthesize elements from various cultures.  For instance,
an Indonesian guest worker, who interacts with different ethnicities
in Singapore, is still Indonesian with “a bit of this and a bit of that.”
This is not a one-time occurrence but a spiralling progression of
leaving, returning, and transcending one’s culture.

Theologies done in the ASEAN may also have to become
“intercultural theologies” or theologies that incorporate “a bit of
this and a bit of  that”.  My metaphor of  this kind of  theology is the
halo-halo (literally, “mixed together”). It is a Filipino snack that mixes
different fruits and nuts, with shaved ice and milk.  As the ingredients
are mixed, some of their elements of the ingredients are released
and they blend with the compounds of  other ingredients. The fruits
still retain their identities yet their flavours have become rich because
of  their co-mingling with other fruits. The engagement of  the
ingredients “transcends” their original or distinct identities to create a
new identity out of  the mixing and blending. The taste of  each fruit
is still “the same and different”; in halo-halo the taste of each ingredient
is still recognizable but it has been transformed to something new or
better because of  the flavors of  other ingredients.

Carefully melting the ice and mixing the fruits and nuts, no
particular ingredient will be too strong in taste at the expense of
other fruits and nuts. When served, all the ingredients need to be
distributed evenly. This is done by gently stirring the mixture using
the spoon. The result is a flavorable dessert with an “in-beyond
identity” that is richly hued by the variety of  colors.  How is this now
called? It is neither “a jackfruit dessert with other fruits,” nor “slices
of  banana topped with ice and yam,” nor “multi-colored beans
mixed with local pinipig.” Not this way. The name of  this refreshing
snack is simply but precisely, halo-halo, and that in itself  is its peculiar
identity-in-the-making.52

52 Here’s something to think which I got from cyberspace: “Filipino culture
may be likened to a halo-halo.   The ice cream, which is a Western ingredient, may
be on top of the concoction, but that is just the surface of the dessert.  The ice
cream melts, and it blends with the Asian tropical fruits and beans underneath,
which forms the bulk and substance of the mixture, the ones that are to be eaten
first with a spoon.  Drinking the melted ice cream and milk later is the final act and
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The halo-halo intercultural theology does not promise to solve
the problems of cultural and religious conflicts in the ASEAN
Integration. As the Integration is also a process, developing
intercultural theologies that are at once local and regional, will take a
process of mixing and blending, of mutual negotiations and
exchange.  Biases, prejudices and discrimination will be exposed, but
the space of  mutual trust, equality, and interconnectedness provided
by an intercultural community can hopefully transform people.  The
taste of  this “ASEAN theology,” and of  this “ASEAN church” for
that matter, is yet to be savored, but it is an exciting opportunity to
“mix-mix” experiences and traits to produce something new in the
cuisine of  ASEAN relations.  It is said that because of  the pleasurable
taste, halo-halo replenish the body, soothe and balances the psycho-
emotional self, but most of all, when eaten along with family or
friends, it facilitates the sense of  community or oneness.

CONCLUSION

As the ASEAN Integration goes full blast, deeper questions about
the meaning of life will come to the fore as people strive for material
gains in a highly competitive economic integration. The study of
two university assistant professors of finance and economics in Hong
Kong may be instructive. They investigated the relationship between
happiness and the economic and social variables of ASEAN member
nations.53 It revealed that, first, Southeast Asian peoples have different

passion of  consuming the halo-halo, the creme de la creme in its liquid form.  To
say that Filipino culture is primarily Western is like taking the ice cream as the main
ingredient of  the halo-halo, thereby missing the colorful Asian substance of  the
whole mixture. Likewise,  to say that Filipino culture is essentially Eastern is the
same as taking only the Asian tropical fruits in the halo-halo and failing to drink
the melted ice cream in the mixture. One then misses passion, which is the creme of
Filipino culture.” “The Halo-halo: The Sweet Mix of  East and West in Filipino
Culture,” at http://www.seasite.niu.edu/Tagalog/Tagalog_Default_files/
Philippine_Culture/halo_halohtm.

53 Thomas Wai-kee YUEN and Winnie Wan-Ling CHU, “Happiness in ASEAN
Countries,” http://r.search.yahoo.com/_ylt=A2oKmMvHLLFXIV4Ae
UTfSQx.;_ylu=X3oDMTBycWJpM21vBGNvbG8Dc2czBHBvcw MxBHZ0a
WQDBHNlYwNzcg/RV=2/RE=1471257927/RO=10/RU
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senses of  “happiness.” For example, people in countries with high
per capita income are “happier” in material sufficiency or abundance
but they experience “unhappiness” when it comes to the ecological
cost of development and their highly competitive society that result
to over-stress and even depression. In terms of  labor force, people
who are involved in the financial sector give a high correlation with
“happiness” because this sector pays the workers considerably well.
They are able to have “a good quality of life and hence increased
happiness” compared to people who are in other sectors with lower
compensation. But because the financial sector is highly competitive,
people have to survive by working hard and withstand the pressures
of  producing results in their work. Accordingly, a high portion of
employment in the financial sector reported “low experience
wellbeing, thus lowering the happiness.”

The study also shows that the poor are not necessarily unhappy.
It appears that “religion” can help people “view poverty positively
and [have] a peaceful mind.” Moreover, whatever their status in life,
most Southeast Asians, especially the elderly consider health rather
than money as the most important aspect of life. The analysis shows
that “long life expectancy associates with good quality of life resulting
in a happier life.” On the use of  newer communications technology
like the internet, the study notes a correlation between “happiness”
and the portion of population being able to access internet. The
study suggests having an internet can improve the quality of  life,
perhaps due to “external economies of  scale in obtaining information
and communication.” The study concluded that “the growth path
of ASEAN should not solely promote economic growth; ASEAN
should also retain and protect the culture and tradition of the area so
as to enhance the wellbeing or happiness of the people.”

Southeast Asia today is undergoing global and regional economic
integration under the auspices of the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations. In this subregion where there is multiplicity of  economic
and political models, richly hued by plural and diverse cultural and
religious traditions, yet with widespread poverty, subtle as well as
violent ring-fencing, and other herculean social problems, the Catholic
Church and its theologians are asked these questions: what new vision
of  life and world, theologies of  the church and ethics of  society,
religious rituals and practices can come about in the encounter of
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two or more cultures toward a more humane and just intercultural
world? How can Christians albeit as minority proclaim the good
news of Jesus in words and deeds in Southeast Asia, especially with
and on behalf of the vulnerable people of the economic integration?

This paper has the simple objective of describing a major sign
of the times that is taking place in Southeast Asia, and the challenges
it poses for ecclesial and theological praxis. It is perhaps in the
nontangible areas of search for deeper meaning, the quality of social
relationships, and the fostering of an intercultural spirituality that
Churches can make a difference.
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