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Michel Chambon’s Making Christ Present in China: Actor-Network 
Theory and the Anthropology of  Christianity is an ambitious anthropological 
study focusing on Christianity in Southern China. Chambon, a Catholic 
theologian and social scientist, immersed himself  in the Christian 
communities of  Nánpíng 南平, a tiny city of  the Fújiàn province, from 
2014 to 2016, applying Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and Emmanuel 
Levinas’s concept of  “the face” to explore how local Christianity interacted 
with and redefined its social environment. Chambon’s approach offers a 
unique perspective that goes beyond the usual discussions of  political 
dissent, religious freedom, and state-church relations, framing Christianity 
as a dynamic and diverse social process rather than a static belief  system.

The book is structured around Chambon’s ethnographic investigation 
of  six distinct Christian communities in Nanping, including a mainline 
Protestant church, a Little Flock church, an Adventist church, and several 
Catholic churches. These are all government-sanctioned Three-Self  
churches, though some operate in legally ambiguous spaces. One of  the key 
objectives of  the work was to highlight the intricate relationship between 
Christianity and its material culture. Chambon explores how Christian 
buildings, objects, practices, and institutions form a complex network that 
brings believers into a transformative engagement with the divine. For 
instance, the construction of  the Bauzhu church on a hilltop, a site imbued 
with local folk significance, simultaneously challenges traditional fengshui 
practices and asserts the Christian presence within Nanping’s symbolic 
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landscape (60). The interplay between Christian and local cultural elements 
forms a dynamic infrastructure that, according to Chambon, actively shapes 
Christian experience in China.

One of  the most intriguing aspects of  Chambon’s analysis is his focus 
on the materiality and affective dimensions of  worship. Churches, as he 
demonstrates, are not just physical spaces but dynamic sites of  affective 
engagement with “the face” of  the divine. From the placement of  musical 
instruments to the orientation of  worshippers, the physical arrangements 
of  these spaces influence how congregants experience closeness to Jesus. 
Chambon argues that the spatial and sensorial arrangements in Christian 
churches create environments that foster the collective feeling of  being 
“moved” closer to Jesus (115). Furthermore, the diversity of  interpretations 
of  Jesus—whether as “the Liberator” or “the Light”—indicates a plurality 
within Chinese Christianity, which is unified not by a single doctrinal core 
but by the relational “face” that continuously shapes their practices (126–
127).

Chambon also turns his attention to Christian social initiatives, such as 
elder care facilities, as spaces where religious values and state regulations 
intersect in interesting ways. In one instance, Chambon documents how 
a church operating a nursing home navigated government regulations by 
separating its charitable services into religious and secular entities. This 
creative compromise illustrates the delicate tactics employed by Christian 
communities to navigate the requirements imposed by the Chinese state 
while maintaining their religious identity (159). Through these examples, 
Chambon demonstrates that Christianity in China cannot be fully 
understood in purely theological or doctrinal terms; instead, it is a lived 
religion, deeply embedded in and responsive to its sociocultural context.

Methodologically, Making Christ Present in China is distinct in its use of  
both ANT and Levinas’s concept of  “the face.” ANT is used to analyze 
the material relationships that form the Christian network, encompassing 
everything from church buildings to religious artifacts. However, Chambon 
enriches ANT by integrating Levinas’s notion of  “the face,” which 
adds a spiritual dimension to the analysis. Whereas ANT tends to treat 
relationships between actors, both human and nonhuman, as equivalent, 
Levinas’s idea of  the divine “face” brings an element of  transcendence to 
Chambon’s interpretation of  Christian material networks. The divine, as 
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experienced in Christian worship, is not just another actor in a material 
network; it is the center, the questioning presence that invites congregants 
into deeper reflection and transformation. This nuanced approach allows 
Chambon to bridge the gap between material anthropology and theology, 
presenting a more comprehensive view of  the Christian life in China.

Despite its strengths, Making Christ Present in China is not without its 
limitations. One of  the most notable absences in the book is the lack of  
focus on unregistered churches, often called “house churches,” which play 
a significant role in Chinese Christianity. While Chambon’s decision to 
concentrate on government-sanctioned churches offers a rich exploration 
of  the material culture within these communities, it leaves out a crucial 
aspect of  Christianity in China that is characterized by its underground, 
often oppositional stance to state control. As such, readers may find that 
the portrayal of  Christianity in Nanping is somewhat one-dimensional, 
emphasizing compliance rather than resistance. A comparative analysis of  
the material cultures in Three-Self  and house churches could have provided 
a more rounded understanding of  how different forms of  Christian practice 
respond to the challenges of  operating in China’s complex sociopolitical 
landscape.

Furthermore, Chambon’s use of  ANT, while innovative, occasionally 
falls short of  fully capturing the power dynamics at play within Christian 
communities. The author discusses the dual authority of  the church and the 
clergy but does not delve deeply into how power is negotiated or contested 
within these networks. The book would have benefited from a more 
thorough exploration of  how power circulates between different actors, 
both human and nonhuman, within the church network. The application 
of  Levinas’s concept of  the “face” does help to articulate a central source 
of  divine authority, but the relationship between this transcendent power 
and the practical, everyday authority exercised by church leaders remains 
somewhat underdeveloped.

Nevertheless, Chambon’s work makes a significant contribution to 
the anthropology of  Christianity, especially in the context of  China. By 
integrating ANT and Levinasian philosophy, he offers a fresh perspective on 
how Christian life is organized and experienced within a rapidly changing 
cultural and political landscape. The book challenges readers to rethink 
Christianity in China not as a monolithic entity defined by dogma or 



111Book Reviews

political opposition, but as a dynamic and relational practice shaped by a 
multitude of  influences—from local cultural traditions to state policies. 
Chambon’s emphasis on the material and affective dimensions of  Christian 
worship provides valuable insights into how religion is lived and felt, rather 
than merely believed.

Making Christ Present in China is particularly valuable for scholars of  
religion, anthropology, and China studies, as well as for theologians 
interested in the diverse practical expressions of  faith in Chinese Christian 
contexts. Its use of  ANT and Levinas makes it a sophisticated and 
theoretically rich study that will appeal to academics looking for new 
ways to approach the study of  religion. Additionally, the book may interest 
practitioners working in religious or social organizations in China, offering 
them a deeper understanding of  how Christian communities negotiate 
their place within a complex sociopolitical environment. Chambon’s focus 
on the everyday, material aspects of  Christian life also makes this book 
an important resource for those interested in the intersection of  religion 
and culture, providing a nuanced account of  how faith is practiced and 
embodied in contemporary China.
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