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Preface

 

Y

 

OUR

 

 

 

SOJOURN

 

 

 

INTO

 

 

 

ANOTHER

 

 

 

CULTURE

 

 will probably be fun and frustrat-

ing, exhilarating and exhausting, stretching and stressful. It may be

among the toughest things you have ever done and also the most

rewarding. The purpose of this book is to help you become aware of the

realities in making a cultural transition—in business, in short- or long-

term missions, as a bivocational person or in whatever capacity you may

find yourself. Awareness of the issues you will face gives you an advan-

tage because it causes you to have more realistic expectations, which

diminish the jarring effects of a new environment and give you the pres-

ence of mind to employ coping skills that will move you forward in cul-

tural understanding and adjustment, and in strong relationships among

the people of the other culture.

While the title of this book contains the word 

 

cross-cultural,

 

 many

have found this material helpful as they try to connect across ethnicities.

Thus, the same skills necessary for making cultural transitions apply to

domestic situations as well. 

The contents of this book have been used at home and abroad by

thousands of business people, short-term mission workers, missionar-

ies, relief and development workers, bivocational people and educators.

Many sectors of the secular community, such as multinational corpora-

tion personnel, medical workers, refugee resettlement workers and pri-

vate sector groups, have also found the information useful. In my

opinion, if the ideas of this book were applied more broadly in the mar-
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ketplace, Western organizations would be more successful in their cross-

cultural ventures and in the spreading of international goodwill at the

same time.

Thus, the concepts, principles and skills in this book have been

taught and applied in a large variety of Christian and non-Christian sit-

uations and cultural contexts. The focus is on helping you make a suc-

cessful transition into another culture. Behind the skills are concepts and

principles that will help you live your life more effectively no matter

where you may be.

*  *  * 

B

 

OOKS

 

 

 

ARE

 

 

 

RARELY

 

 

 

WRITTEN

 

 

 

BY

 

 

 

INDIVIDUALS

 

, more often by a dedicated team

of participants. Among the many, I wish to acknowledge a few who

played major roles in whatever quality this book may possess. Heather

Webb, my teacher’s assistant at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School,

worked with graphics, proofing and editing. Cindy Shabaz contributed

significantly with timely insights and fitting illustrations. Muriel Elmer,

my beloved wife, gave unceasing encouragement and provided invalu-

able help in shaping the content and development of the book. Thank

you wonderful people.
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Monkeys, Mission and Us

 

To be surprised, to wonder, is to begin to understand

 

J

 

O S É

 

 O

 

R T E G A

 

 

 

Y

 

 G

 

A S S E T T

 

I

 

S

 

 

 

IT

 

 

 

WORTH

 

 

 

YOUR

 

 

 

TIME

 

 

 

TO

 

 

 

READ

 

 

 

THIS

 

 

 

BOOK

 

? Such a question is legitimate

to ask of this and any other book you are about to read. Here are my

thoughts on why this book is worth reading

 



 

it may make the remain-

der of the book more meaningful for you.

In my thirty years of teaching at the college/university level, the

majority of my students have been in my cross-cultural communication

classes. Most seem eager to learn, but sometimes a bold person will ask,

“Why should I be here? Why can’t I just go to a country and do my min-

istry?” To some, all the time, courses and money seemed like a gigantic

waste. “People are dying every day while we are just sitting here doing

nothing. Can you tell me why I should be here?” 

Similar questions arose during my fifteen years of training in the cor-

porate world. Some in business felt that understanding people from

other cultures was a waste of time. Those in my workshops had their

technical skills and just wanted to get on with the job. Such a view, how-

ever, is quite shortsighted and potentially dangerous. The reason? These

people see the job as a task to be done with little or no concern for gen-

uine relationships with local people. A strong task orientation without

first establishing friendships can lead to disappointing if not disastrous

outcomes. 

Early in my career these “why bother” statements would cut like a

knife. Since I am a cross-cultural trainer, my profession and my whole

life seemed under attack. Defensiveness would surface and I would mut-

Monkeys, Mission and Us
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ter something about requirements by sending organizations and state-

ments like “It will do you good” and “Someday you will understand.” I

doubt I convinced any skeptics. As you read this book, you might won-

der the same. Why bother? Why not just get on with it? Is all this prep-

aration necessary? I have a better answer to that question now, and it

begins with a story.

THE MONKEY AND THE FISH

A typhoon had temporarily stranded a monkey on an island. In a secure,

protected place, while waiting for the raging waters to recede, he spotted

a fish swimming against the current. It seemed obvious to the monkey

that the fish was struggling and in need of assistance. Being of kind

heart, the monkey resolved to help the fish.

A tree precariously dangled over the very spot where the fish

seemed to be struggling. At considerable risk to himself, the monkey

moved far out on a limb, reached down and snatched the fish from the

threatening waters. Immediately scurrying back to the safety of his

shelter, he carefully laid the fish on dry ground. For a few moments the

fish showed excitement, but soon settled into a peaceful rest. Joy and

satisfaction swelled inside the monkey. He had successfully helped

another creature.1

About monkeys. Like others who have heard this story, you may won-

der about the intelligence of this monkeya valid first impression. But

let’s look deeper by asking questions and discovering some important

insights. Take a moment to answer the following questions.

1. What was the monkey’s motivation? 

2. What words would you use to describe the monkey as he went out

over the raging water on a precarious limb to “help” the fish? 
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3. Why did the monkey help the fish by taking it out of the water?

4. What did the monkey assume about fish culture? 

5. How do you think the fish felt about the help it received? 

6. What advice would you give the monkey for future situations where

he would like to help? 

Lessons. In what ways might you be like the monkey? Write down three

to four parallels between the monkey and yourself as you consider enter-

ing another culture to help the people. This will help clarify your think-

ing and help you remember the important lessons from the monkey. 

1.

2.

3.

Here are my thoughts on the story. First, the monkey was courageous,

had good intentions and noble motives. He also had zeal. However, his
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motives were misdirected because of his ignorancehe could not see

beyond his own frame of reference. He believed what was dangerous for

him was dangerous for the fish. Therefore, what would be good for him

would also be good for the fish—a crucial assumption. As a result, he

acted out of his ignorance or limited frame of reference, and ended up

doing damage rather than the good he intended. Unfortunately, the

monkey may not even have known the damage he did, because he may

have walked away leaving the fish “resting.”

IMPORTANCE OF CROSS-CULTURAL TRAINING 

Training in cross-cultural ministry is important so that we don’t act like

the monkey. We demand competence, skill and expertise from people

who serve us. Suppose a person went through a year of medical school

and then concluded, “All this learning is a waste of time. People are

dying every day. I need to get out there and help them now.” Would you

consider going to such a physician? We would find such people foolish

and dangerous, and would avoid them. What about nurses, lawyers,

electricians, builders, pilots and food manufacturers? Don’t we require

the highest standards from them? Of course we do. We want the best

because lives are at stake. 

WHY BOTHER?

We bother because we do not want to be “monkeys.” Because the eter-

nity of people is at stake, we want to be the best possible representatives

of Christ. If people refuse to become followers of Jesus, we hope it will

not be because we were obnoxious, reckless, sloppy, irresponsible, ill-

prepared—or because we were well-meaning but badly informed “mon-

keys.” We can do better.

WHO ARE THE “MONKEYS”?

While this book is written primarily for North Americans, monkeys can

come from anywherethe monkey problem is universal. Since this
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appears to be true (at least my observations suggest it is), this book

should have broad application. I was a missionary for seventeen years. I

have been on numerous short-term trips, trained businesspeople and

missionaries, conducted cross-cultural training seminars in dozens of

countries and had considerable exposure to inner-city work in the

United States. I’ve seen more monkey behavior in myself than I ever

want to admit. But I have tried to identify it and extract from it princi-

ples, which seem to work across ethnic groups in North America, cul-

tural boundaries around the world and generational differences. In a

curious way, they even help marriage partners understand each other.

Now I pass these insights on with the prayer that you will be able to learn

from my experiences and those of others. In doing so I also pray that

God will reward your effort and make you effective for his glory. 

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. What doubts do you have about your need for cross-cultural train-

ing? Why?

2. Have you seen anyone act like the monkey? Have you ever acted like

the monkey? What was the result?

3. List the things that you think the people will need in the culture you

will enter. How can you discover whether what you listed will really

meet their needs?
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Your Part of God’s Story

God so loved the world . . .

J O H N  3 : 1 6

And you will be my witnesses . . . to the ends of the earth.

A C T S  1 : 8

FOR MANY CENTURIES GOD HAS BEEN PUTTING TOGETHER a mosaic of peo-

ple who have followed him to the ends of the earth. He continues to do

it today. Perhaps you are reading this because you are thinking of entering

another culture as a missionary, short-term worker or businessperson.

This book is intended to help you be more effective in understanding the

challenges of making the cultural transition. In anything you do, prepa-

ration is important. We expect it in all professionals. Preparation is even

more important for the person representing Jesus Christ.

WHY ARE YOU IMPORTANT?

It is quite simple. Over six billion people inhabit the earth. Missiologists

tell us that about one-half do not have a follower of Jesus in their com-

munity. Most have never heard that Jesus Christ offers them life eternal.

Are you a Christian? Then you have some part to play in making Jesus

known. It may be in another part of the world or it may not. You need

to find out how and where God is leading you. Across the street or across

an ocean, it doesn’t matter as long as you are using your gifts and abilities

to serve the Lord where he has placed you. If you are going somewhere

where the people are not like you, this book will help you adjust and,

hopefully, you will have a positive experience while fulfilling your goals.

Your Part of God’s Story



Y o u r  P a r t  o f  G o d ’ s  S t o r y 19

IN ANOTHER CULTURE

Entering most cultures of the world puts you in the minorityat least if

you are white-skinned and living in North America or Europe, which,

by the way, includes me. It was hard for me to think of myself as a minor-

ity person, because most of my life I looked around and nearly everyone

looked like me. That made me a majority person. I felt good being in the

majority. But I had a small perspective.

Let’s get a sense of the world we are in. While that may seem a bit

overwhelming, it is good to see things in proportion. Sometimes it helps

us realize that God does not limit his attention to our part of the world.

It is good for us to see beyond ourselves. But it is also good to see that

we are part of God’s activity in this world. 

Here are some numbers that give us a glimpse of the global picture.

Imagine a village of 1,000 people that represented the world’s popu-

lation.

• 206 would be Chinese

• 167 would be Indian 

• 79 would be from Central and South America

• 50 would be from the former Soviet Union (Eastern European)

• 51 would be North American

• 45 would be Western European

• 33 would be Indonesian

• 21 would be from Japan

• 22 would be from Bangladesh 

• 21 would be from Nigeria 

• 24 would be from Pakistan

• 118 would be from other sub-Saharan African and other Asian

countries1

The median age of those in the more economically developed coun-

tries would be about thirty years, while in the developing countries it
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would be under sixteen years. In this global village, on a typical day

there would be about twenty births: twelve Asian babies, three African,

two Latin American and one each from North America, Eastern Europe

and Western Europe.

Note the following statistics: The 114 North Americans, Europeans

and Japanese (just over 11 percent of the population) own nearly 90 per-

cent of the wealth in the world and consume more than half of its prod-

ucts. The fifteen richest countries have a per capita income of $11,500

(in 1987 U.S. dollars) while the fifteen poorest countries have a per cap-

ita income of $190.

Religiously, the global village of 1,000 people would look like

this:

• Christian: 330, leaving 670 non-Christians

• Muslim: 198

• Nonreligious: 126

• Hindu: 135

• Buddhist: 60

• Ethnoreligionist: 38

• Atheist: 25

• New-religionist: 17

• Sikh: 4

• Jewish: 2

• Other: 652

The intent of this chapter is to provide a perspective on the world

outside our own context. Sometimes we fail to see beyond our experi-

ence and fail to realize the vast array of differences. Those differences

can be a bridge to discovery and fascination or cause us frustration and

endless headache. As the next two chapters suggest, we can handle the

differences like the proverbial monkey or we can take a better

approach.
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D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. How do you think being American affects your view of the rest of the

world?

2. More specifically, write down three to five words that come to mind

when you think of the country that you may be entering. 

3. List three to five words that you think people of other cultures might

use to describe Americans.

4. From a biblical perspective, what is the Christian’s responsibility to

the other parts of the world? What part would you like to play?

5. What do the statistics quoted in this chapter tell you? Have you

changed your view of the world? Why or why not?

6. What, in your opinion, are some of the big needs in the world today?

Where is help most desperately needed? How might you make a dif-

ference?

7. In what ways might people of other cultures help you?
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Right, Wrong and Different

I had to believe that others were wrong in order to believe that we

were right . . . in order to give validity to our existence.

G L A D I S  D E P R E E

FOR MANY YEARS, SIDNEY HARRIS WROTE a widely syndicated editorial

column for the Chicago Tribune. Among his penetrating insights, I

remember one in particular. He stated that “every book that is ever

published, every article ever written and every speech delivered should

have the subtitle ‘How to Be More Like Me.’ ” His point: We all believe

that our way is the right way, our beliefs are correct and our culture is

superior. So whenever I write or speak, the subtle message that tran-

scends my words is: “You would be wise to change your ways to be

more like me.” 

Wasn’t that the monkey’s message to the fish in chapter one? Is that

the message you want your neighbors to hear? What about people in

the new culture you plan to enter? I assume your answer is a quick and

resounding no! Yet, it is not so easy as the monkey and fish story indi-

cated. Transforming the way we think takes careful reflection and

humility. 

This chapter is intended to reveal and help reverse that subtle supe-

riority that so many of us unconsciously carry. I will offer a series of

insights on attitudes and behaviors that, if practiced, may help you enter

and adjust to a new culture more effectively. These insights will also help

you find fruitful, lasting relationships and represent well the Lord who

goes with you and before you.

Right, Wrong and Different
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RIGHT, WRONG AND DIFFERENT

Let me share something from my life that will help us think about how

our history influences our behaviors. We are all products of a heritage

that cannot be set aside. It is good to acknowledge the positive contribu-

tions, affirm them and even build upon them. At the same time, it is

good to become aware of the negative pieces of our history so we will

not be victimized by them. 

I grew up in a Swiss-German home in Southern Wisconsin. The Swiss

are famous for magnificent alpine mountains, accurate and dependable

watches, and trains that always run on time. Precision and punctuality

are important Swiss values that support a larger value that “there is a

right and wrong way to do everything,” a phrase I often heard from my

father and grandfather. 

While right and wrong were familiar categories as a child, later I

began to think more about the category of “differences.” I define differ-

ences as “all those things, which the Scripture does not directly or in

principle identify as sinful, wrong or destructive.” (See Paul’s handling

of differences in Romans 14 and 1 Corinthians 8.)

In a way, the line below represents the values I grew up with in my

home. Things were categorized as right and wrong and, if one searched

long and hard, one or two things that might fall into the category of

differences

Could just about everything in life be explained in terms of right and

wrong as I had been taught? 

School, to a great extent, supported this right-wrong mindset. On

math tests, answers were either right or wrong. No negotiation. When I

got my first English essay back, it looked like it had bled to death! The

rules of grammar were not negotiable. To this day I hate red ink and

refuse to use it in evaluating papers. 

RIGHT DIFFERENCES WRONG
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Sunday school and church had me traveling the same road. It seemed

everything fell into one of two categories: right or wrong. Over time, it

dawned on me that the things I put into the category of “right” were the

things that were like me and the things I pegged as “wrong” were the

things and people that were unlike me. Sidney Harris was right. How-

ever, this kind of thinking will likely cause serious problems since we

live in a world bursting with differences, which should not be catego-

rized as right or wrong. God reveals his multifaceted nature through the

variety and diversity he has placed in his world. Difference was born in

eternityGod as Father, as Son and as Holy Spirit, each different yet

each fully God. Much of what we see and experience in this life does not

belong in the right or wrong categories, and to force them into one or

the other would be counterproductive, if not destructive. Some of us

need to cultivate and enlarge this difference category to be more effective

in human relationships.

I don’t want you to get the impression that my home was unhappy.

My parents were good, godly and loving. Like most parents they did the

best they could; but they were products of their own cultural heritage.

Similarly, over the years, our two sons have helped my wife and me by

pointing out where we drew rigid right-wrong lines unnecessarily. 

However, the Bible does speak of right and wrong. The modern ten-

dency to categorize everything as a difference“your thing” or “what-

ever” leads us to very dangerous ground. A mindset where everything

is “just different”—and nothing is judged by Scripture to be wrong or sin-

ful—must be rejected. Contemporary culture has shifted from the rigid

right-wrong categories of my childhood to the opposite extreme where

virtually everything is different and nothing is declared wrong. Throw-

ing out all absolutes doesn’t solve anything. Both extremes need to be

avoided. In this chapter you might get the impression that I am a cultural

relativist—right and wrong are relative to the culture. That is not true. If

we treat everything as right and wrong, we do a great disservice to the

human diversity God has placed in his creation. If we treat everything as
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a cultural difference, we do a great disservice to the God who authored

an uncompromising word of truth. I attempt to respect both God’s world

and the Scripture.

THROUGH THE GENERATIONS

Where to draw the lines has always been murky business. Each genera-

tion often rejects many of the previous generations’ lines and draws its

own, believing them to be superior. However, when their children come

along and take the liberty of drawing their own lines, the battle starts

over again. Young people are happy to draw their lines differently than

their parents. Yet, when they have their own teenagers, they will also

find it difficult to allow their children to freely draw their lines wherever

they choose. At some point, obviously, we stretch the range of differ-

ences too far, at which time we have violated a biblical absolute and

entered the area of wrong or sin. Trying to determine when that happens

is not my intent here. The issue in crossing cultures is the tendency to

judge cultural differences as wrong and to do so with little thought or

understanding. So bear with me as I try to develop this idea. Consider

the three generations in my family.

My Father’s Lines:

My Lines:

My Sons’ Lines:

Observe that the range of differences grew greater with each genera-

tion. Each Christian generation felt they drew the lines more in keeping

with Scripture. I will give my opinion on the matter shortly.

RIGHT DIFFERENCES WRONG

RIGHT WRONGD I F F E R E N C E S

RIGHT WRONGD I F F E R E N C E S
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Western Culture’s Lines:

Most Christians would reject the lines that Western culture draws where

nearly everything seems to be in the category of difference and little is

labeled as right or wrong. But it is not so easy to draw the lines when all three

generations (as shown above) represent Christians who love the Lord, are

active in the church and try to follow our Savior in obedience. So who is

right? Do you know what is right? That may be the wrong question. It

assumes lines can be drawn once and for all. I believe it may rather be a life-

long struggle to know where the lines are. Consider this: maybe everyone is

partially right given a particular moment in history. And maybe everyone

needs to adjust, given ongoing conversation around the Scriptures, which

respectfully include the perspectives of generations, ethnicities, cultures and

genders. I am not sure any one person or group knows the mind of God well

enough to be able to draw right-wrong-difference lines in an absolute way

for all time. But if we come together and learn from each other, I think we

can get closer to the mind of God in how we ought to order our lives.

For example, think about how the dress of men and women has

changed over the years. What about jewelry? At certain periods neither

women nor men were allowed to wear jewelry. Now it seems accept-

ableit is not considered a sin by most in the Western church. Women

wear makeup and jewelry. Men wear necklaces, bracelets and maybe ear-

rings. Currently, tattoos seem to be in the category of different and, there-

fore, acceptable in many circles. In most Western cultures, women can

wear a short-sleeved dress or jeans without thought of immodesty. Yet in

certain parts of the world this is considered immodest and wrong. The

lines are not easily drawn, and so we keep bringing our life choices hum-

bly before the Lord and asking for guidance.

MAKING SENSE OF ALL THIS

How does all of this apply to us? There are two levels of meaning and appli-

RIGHT WRONGD I F F E R E N C E S
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cation: one applies to you exactly where you are; the other applies to you as

you prepare to enter another culture. Let’s take a brief look at both.

Where you are. Look again at the four lines that represent the three

generations and Western culture. Place the letter M next to one of the

four lines that most closely represents you. Then place the letter P next

to the one that represents your parents or guardians. Place initials next

to the one that most represents your spouse, closest friend(s), supervisor

or other significant relationships. Finally, place the letter C next to the

one that most closely represents your church. 

Now take a look at the letters you have placed. What does this picture

tell you? Is there anything that you see that surprises, concerns or trou-

bles you? Is there anything that you think should be changed? Is there

anything you should talk about with someone important in your life? 

Below are the lines that I tend to draw compared to those of my sons.

Their category of differences is wider than minesome things they put

in the difference category, I categorize as wrong. These are potential

points of conflict in my relationship with my sons. On the other hand,

there were things I counted as right and worth fighting for, but which

were mere differences for my sons. Their attitude about things in that

zone was, “We can take it or leave it. It doesn’t matter to us.” This was

difficult for me because the things I put in a right or wrong category were

convictions that I wanted my sons to share. When they treated my con-

victions as matters of difference, I often became aggressive in trying to

convince them they should change and be like me. My attempts to

“help” them usually made matters worse. 

My Lines:

My Sons’ Lines:

Over time I have come to realize that many of my convictions about

RIGHT WRONGD I F F E R E N C E S

RIGHT WRONGD I F F E R E N C E S
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what was right, wrong or different were culturally based. In my Christian

history, card playing, dancing, movies, drinking (even modest) and bowl-

ing (where alcoholic drinks were served) were considered sinful. Chris-

tians were marked more by what they refrained from than what they

engaged in. Later generations did not see things the way I did. For exam-

ple, in current Christian culture, many think drinking is okay, but not

drunkenness. Movies are okay with discretion. Dancing is okay but don’t

let it lead to sin. These may still be strong convictions held by some, but

I have observed people who place these in the difference column and are

committed to Christ, actively involved in building his kingdom, devoted

in worship to him and demonstrating the fruit of the Spirit. 

Your turn. Think of an important relationship you currently have

where there is significant disagreement on what belongs in the right,

wrong or differences categories. Look at the lines that follow. Place your

name in the designated space. Place the other person’s name in the other

space. If you want to change the distance between categories to more

accurately represent the situation you are thinking of, feel free to do so.

Next, identify those things over which you disagree and write them in

the categoryright, wrong or differencethat they best fit for you. In

what category do you think the other person would place those same

items? Finally, think about what you might do with this information.

Can you share it with the other person for purposes of clarification and

understanding? Can you make some personal adjustments so the dis-

agreements do not become or continue to be divisive? What other

options might you have with the information shown below?

___________________ Lines:
(Your name)

___________________ Lines:
(Other person’s name)
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Entering another culture. We have taken considerable space discuss-

ing right, wrong and differences. Why? Because entering another culture

is about encountering differences, every day, all day. How you handle

them determines your level of comfort, ability to function, level of satis-

faction and degree to which God can use you.

If I have a narrow category of differences, I will try to force nearly

everything I see in the new culture into the categories of right and

wrong. Furthermore, I usually make the decision of what belongs in

which category by what looks like me or my culturethat would go in

the category of right. What does not look like me would go in the cate-

gory of wrong. I have established my culture and myself as the norm, the

standard by which I judge others and their culture. People with a nar-

rower category of differences have a greater tendency to do this, and this

is a problem we all must guard against.

IT GETS WORSE

As we examine this situation more closely, things actually get worse.

When we encounter cultural differences, we usually make an immediate

judgment. When we judge quickly, we usually place that cultural differ-

ence in the category of wrong, not in the category of differences. As soon

as we label it as wrong a new series of responses begins. First, I want to

correct it. If it is wrong, it should be made right. But what is right? Obvi-

ously, what is like me is right. Most of this goes on at the semiconscious

or unconscious level, and we will realize what we are doing only if we

take the time to stop and analyze our reactions. Second, once I have

placed something in the wrong category, I no longer need to try to

understand the cultural context. It is wrong; therefore I can reject it. But

now I have lost the opportunity to learn about the new culture. Third, I

am disturbed by the wrong and spread the word to others who may sym-

pathize with me. Together we can change things. Fourth, if the people of

the new culture resist my wisdom and arguments for change, I may

withdraw or try to inflict some kind of sanction. If they can’t be reason-
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able, I may try to use force—for their own good, of course. Now it is not

just a cultural practice that I have named as wrong, but I begin to place

people in the category of wrong too. It is easy to see how people become

adversaries, even enemies.

After thirty years of international travel, I must confess I still fight this

tendency to categorize anything different from me as wrong. At the same

time, my experience has shown me that the overwhelming majority of

things I experience in other cultures are actually different and not

wrong. Furthermore, a number of things I experienced in other cultures

are superior to practices in my home culture. And yes, a few are wrong

by clear biblical standards. So what should I do when I encounter things

that I judge to be wrong by biblical standards? 

If you have been in the new culture only a short time you may not

have earned the right to enter this potentially sensitive area. But I have

found it best once I’ve reached this point to ask how the local church

leaders feel about this matter. Is it an item of discussion among the pas-

tors and Bible teachers? What Scriptures speak to the matter? What is

the current thinking? In other words, I want to discover what local

Christians think about it and the current state of any discussion. If any-

one is going to place a wrong cultural practice under the authority of

Scripture, it is best done by the Holy Spirit guiding the local church

rather than someone from the outside imposing a “correct” theology. If

the Holy Spirit is guiding them, the authority of Scripture will emerge as

an internal conviction that will promote deep and lasting cultural

change. If the decision is made by an external person or group, change

may be only superficial and temporary. 

HANDLING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES

If we can label most of our encounters with the new culture as differ-

ences, it liberates us in a variety of ways.

• Seeing most of the cultural expressions as different relieves us from

the stress of dealing with so much that is wrong. 
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• We can see differences as neutral, freeing us from being prone to

negative judgments.

• Interactions with people will be more open since correcting others

will not be first on our mind. 

• Practicing acceptance and trust will be easier while keeping fear

and suspicion under control.

• Differences allow us to inquire, learn and understand the tapestry

of the culture in a way that reveals God to us in wonderful new ways.

• While comparing the new culture with your home culture is inev-

itable, we can now relax and say, “Oh, that’s different.”

THE WISE PERSON

One expression of wisdom is knowing more and more how to interpret

and respond to life’s experiences. In looking back on my own life, I wish

I had been able to categorize more things as merely different instead of

thinking of them as wrong. Often I fought for the wrong things. When-

ever that happened, everyone experienced pain and bondage. 

I went to see one of my missionary colleagues from South Africa who

was in a hospital in the United States. A brain tumor was stealing his life,

and I wanted to spend some time with him again. With forced cheeriness

I entered his room with a “Hi Uncle Irl, how are you doing?” He did not

return the greeting. Abruptly, he took me straight to the preoccupation

of his mind. “Duane,” he said, “I’ve learned that the most important

thing in life is not the length of a person’s hair.” My mind raced to cap-

ture the meaning of this statement from a man whose words, as well as

days, were now numbered. Why would he use his limited breath to say

this? 

Years earlier, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the long hair craze

had hit South Africa. One of Irl’s sons let his hair grow to shoulder

length. The son argued it was simply a difference, but Irl insisted it was

wrong. His son’s resistance brought strong efforts from Irl to change him.

Both became more stubborn and entrenched. The relationship broke.
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Now as Irl lay on his deathbed, he agonized over a distant son who was

the casualty of a battle that need never have been fought. Forcing a dif-

ference into the category of wrong and then fighting for his own right-

ness and his son’s wrongness brought a heavy price—one that would not

have been necessary.

Uncle Irl taught me much in our sojourn together in South Africa. His

most important lesson for me came on his deathbed. He helped keep me

from making some of the same mistakes for which one lives long in

regret and grieves a price too heavy.

I close this chapter with a definition of maturity of unknown origin that

puts difference and maturity in perspective: “Maturity is knowing more

and more what is worth fighting for and what is not worth fighting for.” 

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. Give examples of how you see right and wrong differently than your

parents, spouse, colleagues or friends. 

2. In what ways does your culture try to influence you on matters of

right and wrong? Who is the most influential in helping you form

your beliefs? 

3. How do you typically react to new situations or new people? Are you

more open and flexible to differences or more cautious and deliber-

ate? 

4. How do you think your attitude toward differences will help or

hinder you in a cross-cultural setting?
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Culture Is Everywhere,

and It Sneaks Up on You

One of the greatest stumbling blocks to understanding 

other peoples within or without a particular culture is the 

tendency to judge others’ behavior by our own standards.

J A M E S  D O W N S  

“HOW MANY OF YOU ARE HERE FOR A CLASS on cross-cultural communica-

tions?” Usually all hands went up. Then I would say, “Fine. But this will

probably be the best class you will ever take in preparation for marriage.”

This usually brought a number of awkward snickers since most of my

college students were not married. The few who were married gave a

knowing look as if to say, “I think I know what you are saying. I thought

I knew my spouse well, but marriage has been a real eye opener about

our differences.”

This is how I open every class I teach for people who are interested in

cross-cultural ministry. Married people in my classes usually confirm

that the material has been helpful in understanding their spouse as well

as preparing for ministry in another culture. The single students have

been given new categories to use in thinking about the people they are

dating or engaged to. 

CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE HELPS RELATIONSHIPS

The material in this book will help you if you are going to do some kind

of work/ministry outside your own cultural context, whether in another

Culture Is Everywhere, and It Sneaks Up on You
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region of the United States or Canada or in another country. You may

think, I am only going to be painting or digging ditches or building. Or you

might be thinking, I am just going to do my work; and since I know my job,

what else is there? Those are fair questions. A few brief answers will give

you a perspective:

• All ministry, whether it is digging ditches or closing a business deal,

is for and with people, so ultimately work/ministry is relational.

• How you do your job affects how people see Christ and respond to

your message of Christ’s love. How you communicate Christ and his love

depends upon how people in the other culture perceive you.

• If you are insensitive to their traditions or remain distant from the

people, they will assume that you think you are superior to them and

they will be unlikely to respond to your message.

• You communicate all the time, but most of it is without words—

nonverbal communication. People read you all the time. Are you warm

and friendly or do you cluster with your own kind, building only mini-

mal relationships with local people? 

• If you have the right attitude and can use the right skills to cre-

atively interact with cultural differences, you will have a satisfying expe-

rience and will leave a positive, lasting impact for the kingdom of God.

• You represent Christ in your cross-cultural ministry. You will want

to do it right. That is what this book is all about.

THE PERFECT GIFT

Now let’s try to tie some of these ideas together in an illustration from

my own marriage. I want to show you how sneaky cultural differences

are and how quickly they cause problems if we don’t handle them wisely.

Also, I will try to show how these principles will work with your school-

mates, your parents, your work relationships, your siblings and with

people who are culturally different from you.

My wife and I had been married for nearly a year, and I knew I

would have to find a special gift for our first anniversary. I put consider-
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able thought into it, because I wanted it to be right. I decided the gift had

to meet two objectives: It should be expensive to communicate my love

and appreciation for her. And because we would be moving several times

over the next few years, the gift should be practical, something she could

use, not something decorative that would sit on a shelf and gather dust

and maybe get broken in our moving around. This line of reasoning

made sense to me. It even seemed like the smart thing to do.

On a chilly mid-December evening I took my bride of one year out-

side to present her with the “perfect” first anniversary gift. I had pre-

pared her for the event by telling her how much thought and planning

had gone into it. With pride I extended the open palm of my hand

toward the brand new pair of snow tires on the car. Top of the line.

Already mounted on the rims. Shiny black with whitewalls. Metal studs

for extra traction. Expensive and practical. The perfect gift.

I noticed a small tear form in the corner of my wife’s eye. Thinking

she was overcome with joy at my generosity I began congratulating

myself on this smashing success. It was my first crack at an anniversary

gift and I hit a home run. I began bracing myself for the big hug that

would come momentarily. Instead, she turned away and went back

inside. She’s too cold to hug right now, I reasoned. But as I followed her

inside she began to cry profuselytears not of joy but of bitter disap-

pointment. 

My gift reflected the cultural context in which I grew up. Not only

was it a rural farming environment but quite a male-dominated one. Life

was practical and functional, and my gift reflected this heritage. 

My wife, on the other hand, grew up in Zimbabwe (then Southern

Rhodesia), Africa. After living with the Shona people for seven years, she

went to boarding school where she was transformed into a polite,

sophisticated young lady after the British tradition. She grew up attend-

ing tea parties with fine china, having men of all ages stand as she

entered the room and enjoying the refined life. Born of missionary par-

ents, she was not rich, but was surrounded by a culture that treated
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women differently than some of us did growing up in the Midwest farm-

ing culture of the United States. In both cultures women were valued,

but valued very differently according to the dictates of the environment.

So I was doing something that naturally grew out of my cultural his-

tory, but her expectations were set in an entirely different direction. Our

cultures collided. 

Because I did not understand her cultural history, I did not under-

stand why she reacted so negatively. How she could have ever married

such an insensitive creature as myself was beyond her. Both of us expe-

rienced some culture shocks, because we assumed that the other person

saw the world pretty much as each of us did. 

By now you have probably concluded that I was really clueless to give

my wife snow tires. Even though I have tried to explain my perspective,

I doubt that you are persuaded about anything, except that people do

not get much dumber than that. 

Culture is like that. It sneaks up on us, and we tend to make decisions

based on our cultural background rather than trying to understand the

cultural background of the other person first. When something goes

wrong we tend to judge negatively and quickly. To withhold or suspend

judgment means that we refuse to think negatively about the other per-

son or culture until we have made deliberate attempts to understand.

Now, let’s finish the story.

THE REST OF THE STORY

We were poor, sometimes having to wait a few days for a check to come

so we could buy milk or bread. My wife was putting me through school

by working as a public health nurse. Her job took her into the really

poor and often dangerous areas of the city. With the winter days grow-

ing dark before she would leave these areas and with snow piling up, I

feared for her safety. I sensed she was anxious too. The snow tires might

bring her an added sense of safety and a little more peace of mind for

both of us. I cared for my wife deeply and wanted to show it in the best
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way I could. But was this the best way? Probably not. Yet, you see my

frame of reference. So did my wife. Enlarging our frame of reference

may not make things right, but it helps us understand and be less harsh

in our judgments.

FRAME OF REFERENCE

We usually communicate from our own frame of reference. Snow tires

communicated from my frame of reference and my cultural heritage. But

the gift completely missed my wife’s frame of reference and her cultural

heritage. It caused her pain when I wanted so desperately to bring her

joy. It put a strain on our relationship when I wanted to make it stronger.

It communicated insensitivity when I wanted to communicate love and

devotion. Fortunately, my wife is a forgiving person and usually sees my

heart when my actions miscommunicate.

What should I have done? Knowing what I know now, I should have

given her some roses or perfume or a necklace or something that would

have been appreciated from her perspective and said later, “Oh, by the

way, I put some new snow tires on the car because I love you very much

and want you to come home safely every night.” 

Principles. From this experience we learn the following principles

that can help us effectively enter another culture and live peacefully with

those in our own cultural context.

1. All of us are products of our cultural heritage, which dictates how we

see the world and how we interact with the world, including gift-giv-

ing. Everything we say and do reflects our heritage.

2. We tend to think that everyone else sees and interacts with the world

the way we do. So we become confused when they do not appreciate

our gifts or acts of kindness.

3. Judgment comes quicklymy wife thought I was totally insensitive,

and I thought she was an ungrateful snob. We both concluded nega-

tive things about the other.
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4. When we learn about the other person’s cultural heritage, the per-

son’s perspective and intentions, we are better able to understand and

accept more quickly. 

5. Withholding judgment can be the best gift we give to another person,

whether spouse, parent or person from another culture (or within

our own culture). This allows us to stay open-minded toward them

in order to accomplish the next step.

6. Asking why the other person behaved in a certain way or said some-

thing in particular, accomplishes four things: 

• It prompts us to suspend judgment until all the facts are in. 

• We learn about the other person’s cultural heritage as the other

person explains the reasons for feeling/acting in a certain way.

• We understand how a particular behavior fits into the other’s cul-

tural context and becomes a natural way of life for the person. 

• It allows us to change in ways that communicate our true feelings. 

However, getting answers can be a bit tricky. Often local people do

not know why they do something. Often Westerners do not know why

they do certain things such as elbows off the table or church at 11

o’clock on Sunday morning. Some things become habit and we have

lost the reason for its existence. If you ask a local person why some-

thing is done in a certain way, the person may feel defensive, thinking

that you are asking a judgmental question. Or the person may feel

some shame if the answer is not known. So ask your questions of local

people with whom you have built trust, unless you are asking questions

they can answer. L. Robert Kohls1 offers fifty questions that you can

ask in most social situations. Another way of asking why is to find “cul-

tural informants”people in the local culture who understand West-

erners. Ask them since they will be familiar with dealing with people

outside their culture. You may also ask questions of another Westerner

who has successfully adjusted and has excellent relationships with

local people. 
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How you pose the question is very important. If you ask the question

in a condescending way or in a tone that suggests frustration or displea-

sure, then you may find the response defensive or evasive. If you ask in

a winsome voice that communicates positive intrigue, caring and a

teachable spirit, then you should find people enthusiastically helping

you understand.

Another way of discerning what you should do in situations that are

new to you is to ask a friend what your behavior should be. For example,

a visitor in this country may be confused about what to do when the

nation’s flag is presented. Is it okay just to imitate those around you or is

a different behavior expected of you? “Why” questions seek understand-

ing, whereas “what should I do?” questions seek the appropriate behav-

ior. Determine which you need.

Look back on the six principles. If you practice these insights, will

they help you with your friends, colleagues, parents or siblings? In many

ways, like my wife, they represent another culture even if you are of the

same family. 

Over the years people have heard the snow tires story and have

shared their own with me. A man had just bought and moved onto a

farm about the time of his wife’s birthday. Obviously he was thinking

about things that would be required to make the farm successful. So for

her birthday gift, he bought her a brand new manure spreader. For city

folk who may not be tuned into rural life, just know it was a necessity

on every farm.

We act out of our cultural heritage and it seems natural. Our culture

can be male or female, old or young, parent or child and different eth-

nicities or races. It is most important to remember that each of us acts

consistently with our culturedifferent people will do things differently.

Caution must be taken not to judge quickly just because people are dif-

ferent. My wife has never agreed that snow tires make a good anniversary

gift, but we both learned more about each other’s frame of reference,

making the last thirty-seven years of marriage more pleasant for both of us.
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D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. Have you ever made a snap judgment about someone or something

only to realize you were wrong? Give an example.

2. Explain in practical terms how you can suspend judgment and look

at situations more objectively every day.

3. Has anyone made a snap judgment about you? How did you feel?

4. In what ways has your heritage affected you? What aspects of it might

interfere with your view of others and their views of you? What

aspects of your history might be an advantage for you as you enter a

new culture?
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Culture Shocks

The more we retreat from the culture and the people

the less we learn about them;

the less we know about them,

the more uncomfortable we feel among them;

the more uncomfortable we feel among them,

the more inclined we are to withdraw.

C R A I G  S T O R T I  

NEARLY EVERYONE WHO CONSIDERS TRAVELING to another country hears

the dreaded words “culture shock.” What is it? How do I recognize it in

myself and others? What causes it? And how do I deal with it? 

Most people have experienced mild forms of culture shock simply

because so many of us have had a wide range of experiences. Growing

up in rural southern Wisconsin among rolling hills, forests and streams,

I could meander for miles in any direction and always find my way

home. Then, at age seventeen, I was plopped down in the middle of Chi-

cago where traffic, skyscrapers, slums, busy streets, incessant traffic

lights, crowded subways, panhandlers, crime and strange smells bom-

barded my senses. It was too much. For weeks, all I wanted to do was

go home. I couldn’t survive in Chicago. How could anyone survive? So

I stayed in my room a lot, clung to the one good friend I had made, pon-

dered how I ever got in this mess and how I would escape. I quickly real-

ized there was no escape. I was committed to Bible school for three

years. So how would I survive? I was in culture shock, big time! All the

skills I had learned for navigating rural Wisconsin were useless in nearby

Culture Shocks
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Chicago. Even though the distance I had traveled was only a couple

hours, the culture shock was intense. 

Perhaps you grew up in the city or suburbia. You navigate confidently.

Everything comes easily and you accomplish your goal with little effort.

But, if you wandered the forests and hills of Wisconsin for a couple

hours, I doubt you would know how to return home. In fact, the odds

are strong that you would get completely lost. Lost! That is the feeling of

culture shock. You do not have the tools to navigate this new situation,

and it is embarrassing, frustrating, frightening and humbling. You feel

helpless and want to get out of this situation, which makes you feel so

uncomfortable.

CULTURE SHOCK DEFINED

“Culture shock is when you experience frustration from not knowing the

rules or having the skills for adjusting to a new culture.” That is my def-

inition. Here are some others, which may give other dimensions so you

can recognize culture shock when it happens to you or someone else.

“Culture shock is the disorientation we experience when all the cul-

tural maps and guidelines we learned as children no longer work.”1

Two researchers speak of culture shock as one’s reaction to the lack of

fit between one’s former experiences and what one is experiencing now.

Kalervo Oberg, who has studied culture shock extensively, says that

culture shock is the “anxiety that results from losing all the familiar signs

and symbols that help us understand a situation.”2 If we stop and think

about it, we are always interpreting situations so we know how to act. If

we cannot interpret a situation we do not know how to act, making us

vulnerable to embarrassment, mistakes and even danger. 

WHY CULTURE SHOCKS

Upon entering a new culture, the differences are massive even if an

American goes to a Western European country. Surface differences like

clothes, smells and language bombard you, but eventually you experi-
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ence the deeper differences, like values, thinking patterns, space and

nonverbals. When the differences are great, we are not sure how to

respond. What we did back home does not work here. It is all very con-

fusing. Our physical and emotional energy is taxed just to make it

through each day.

When you feel the confusion and frustration, remember this: culture

shock is normal. It happens to virtually everyone in varying degrees of

intensity. People from other cultures experience culture shock when

they come into American culture. Everyone feels it. 

Actually, experiencing culture shock has some good news. It can be a

means of knowing God better. Sometimes Westerners tend to uncon-

sciously believe that God reveals himself only to the Western church and

Western culture. Underneath, many Westerners carry this assumption.

In fact, God reveals himself through all the cultures of the world and all

the peoples within those cultures. When we see the differences of others,

we may well be seeing more of God. He cannot be contained in or

explained from only one cultural perspective. Thus, culture shock may

be a means whereby we see God more clearly in all his glorious diversity. 

SATAN IS AT WORK

Christians can easily draw some wrong conclusions about their experi-

ences with culture shock and the results can be dangerous. Satan would

like to use it to distort your wonderful adventure, whereas God wants to

use it to show you more of himself. Here is how Satan can distort your

thinking.

I am experiencing culture shock because

• I am abnormal.

• I am unspiritual.

• I missed God’s call.

• God is punishing me.

• I am not skilled for ministry.

These five statements may represent lies that Satan will use to try to



46 C R O S S - C U L T U R A L  C O N N E C T I O N S

• discourage us from getting involved in ministry

• rob us of the excitement of being in the new culture

• disrupt our learning of the new culture and growing from it

• get us to blame others: the person who got us involved, the local

people or even God

• get us to focus on ourselves and not the people we want to serve

Culture shock is probably not a spiritual problem; it happens like

catching a cold or getting motion sickness.

GOD’S PERSPECTIVE

Jesus, as the sinless God-Man, had to deal with cultural differences all

the time. But the greatest cultural gap he had to bridge was between God

and humankind, heaven and earth. Read Hebrews 4:14-16 and consider

the following questions:

1. What were some of the major challenges Jesus faced in his transition

from the culture of heaven to the culture of earth? 

2. Jesus successfully bridged the heaven-to-earth cultures. What can we

learn from the way Jesus adjusted to earth culture?

3. What resources are available to us from the text in Hebrews and other

Scripture references?

4. What other Old and New Testament characters were successful in

making cultural transitions and living cross-culturally?

FROM JOSEPH TO JESUS

From my perspective, Joseph shows us how to bridge cultures like no

human being other than Jesus. His story in Genesis 37—47 is astounding.

This seventeen-year-old was rejected by his brothers and sold into slavery

in Egypt. He learned a new language and culture, was wrongly accused by

Potiphar’s wife and thrown into prison. He was the victim of broken prom-

ises and on it goes. Yet there is no record that Joseph ever complained or

doubted that God would keep his promise. The God who took Joseph to
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Egypt is the same one who takes you to a place of service. As he was

faithful to Joseph, he will be faithful to you.

SYMPTOMS OF CULTURE SHOCK

Symptoms are important for maintaining health. Like an early warning

system they can tell us when something may be wrong. The physician

diagnoses and treats the problem based on an accurate description of the

symptoms. If I ignore the symptoms, things may get worse, causing

more serious problems.

Experts on culture shock suggest the following can be symptoms to

alert you:

• wanting to withdraw from the local people

• excessive sleeping

• hanging out only with your friends

• obsessing over missing favorite foods

• craving for news from home

• doubts about being in the new culture

• wishing you were somewhere else

• feeling physically ill (from the emotional stress)

• blaming others for your negative feelings

• reluctance to leave the house to socialize

• excessive daydreaming about home

• criticizing local people and their culture 

• general sense of anxiety and discomfort

• sense of dread, fear, paranoia

• lethargy, depression, lack of vitality or energy

• spending enormous time on the phone or Internet with friends

 back home

Virtually everyone experiences culture shock to some degree regard-

less of what country they come from. It is quite normal to have some of

the above symptoms. However, people process culture shock symptoms

differently. Some externalize and express their thoughts and emotions.
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Diagnosis is easy in this case. Others internalizethey hide their real

thoughts and feelings and try to tough it out hoping it will get better.

Outwardly they seem to be functioning well, but they are hurting inside.

Thus, in the early stages of exposure to the new culture, it is good for

people to talk about what they are observing, thinking and feeling. Reg-

ular debriefing times are necessary to reveal the emotional state of peo-

ple. Private conversations may be required for those who tend not to

talk. When people talk about their reactions, issues get clarified, and

everyone discovers they are in this together and will get through it

together by God’s grace. 

CAUSES OF CULTURE SHOCK

Usually no one cultural factor causes culture shock. We can handle one

or two differences, but it is when the differences collectively descend

upon us that we have difficulty coping. I’ve provided a brief description

of some of the more common cultural realities that cause people discom-

fort and, sometimes, culture shock. Knowing them will help you adjust

your expectations and be a bit more prepared to cope. 

Language. North Americans rely heavily on verbal meanstalking
to communicate. Much of our life centers on being able to converse

with one another. We can accomplish things, reduce confusion and

establish meaning by talking. But if you are not fluent in the language

of the culture you plan to enter, it can be very frightening: you cannot

converse, you cannot reduce the confusion you feel and you cannot

make sense out of the situation. You feel like a helpless child. You

may have to rely on someone else to talk for youan interpret-

erwhich compounds the embarrassment and humiliation. Perhaps

you try to use the language. You ask the merchant for a soft drink and

you get a fish head. You are so humiliated you walk out with the fish

head.

So what do you do? 

• Relax, people expect you will not know everything.
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• Relax, people will admire you for trying to learn and use their lan-

guage.

• Relax, learn two or three words a day. Use them and it will surprise

you how much you have learned in a week, month or year.

• Relax, because others like to see that Westerners are not as high

and mighty as they are perceived to be.

• Relax, lighten up and laugh at yourself. Most situations are not life

and death ones, so don’t treat them as such.

When your language inability embarrasses you, remember this story.

While living in another country, an American took his car to the local

mechanic. Even though the mechanic spoke basic English, the American

wanted to impress him with his language ability, so he used the local dia-

lect to say, “My engine is not working well; please change the spark

plugs.” The mechanic, on hearing this in his own language, doubled

over in laughter, as did some others who overheard. The American was

quite embarrassed but resisted the temptation to take his car and leave.

Instead, he said, “What did I say that you found so funny?” The

mechanic, still trying to control himself, managed to say, “You told me

that your car will not give birth and I must change its bananas,” and he

began to laugh again as did the others. 

Each time the American saw the mechanic, the mechanic broke into

laughter. Later, someone asked the American, “Don’t you feel embar-

rassed that this person always laughs at you when you meet?” The Amer-

ican had a wise answer, “I do, a little, but I prefer to look at it this way.

Every time we meet I bring a little cheer into his life and I think that is a

good thing.”3 So relax.

Relationships. Friends and relatives give meaning and stability to life.

Leaving them can be traumatic. Any extended stay in another culture

causes you to wonder if you will see these people again. You feel empty

and lonely as the old meaningful relationships are stripped away, and

everything and everyone is new, different and unknown. The social and

geographic confidence you knew back home has been replaced by a total
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lack of knowing how to function. It’s like being an actor in a play and

coming out on stage one night to find that you are in a completely dif-

ferent play. You haven’t rehearsed, you do not know the lines, where to

stand or what will happen next.4

So what do you do?

• Thank God for bringing you to this place and being with you.

• Keep a cool head; others have done this successfully and so can

you.

• Put up some family pictures and familiar objects that remind you

of home.

• Remind yourself that God has special and beautiful people every-

where, and they will not be hard to find with a little time.

• With a friendly smile and warm enthusiasm, introduce yourself to

the people who will be part of your new life: neighbors, gas station atten-

dants, the person delivering your mail, the pharmacist, the check-out

clerk and others who seem like they may be a part of your life in this new

country. Show yourself friendly and the rest will take care of itself.

• Realize that building new relationships, while not always being

able to replace the old ones, can be one of the most rich and rewarding

experiences you can have; so go for it.

• Watch how the locals do things; usually it is okay to imitate.

• Remember the word yet. “I can’t do it . . . yet. It will come. I will get

it.”5

A story is told about a woman in severe culture shock. Instead of

going to the meat market herself to make her purchases and develop a

comfortable relationship with the merchant, she isolated herself and had

her maid go. Thereby she avoided her cure for her culture shock and

missed out on the specials the butcher sometimes offered the expatriate

customers. Another woman ventured out into the marketplace, but with

two large Doberman pinschers, one leash in each hand. Neither woman

had the solution to culture shock.6 We are tempted to employ our own

tactics to put a distance between us and the things that confuse or frus-
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trate us in the new culture. Such behaviors send loud negative signals

which most of us want to avoid. Say it often in the early days of your cul-

tural transition: “I can’t do it . . . yet.” You will be rewarded.

Routine. Nothing is the same overseas. Change is the name of the

game. You will notice changes in shopping patternswhy do we have

to argue about the price? Just put it on a label. There are changes in

transportation, banking, recreation, cooking, the amount of time to do

anything. There are even changes in taste (I would give anything for a

good pizza), medical care, sports, music, TV programming, driving hab-

its and patterns of communication. Even holidays are different. Changes

show up in the workplace as well: the equipment, technology, lines of

accountability, styles of leadership, accounting, conflict resolution,

expectations (the unwritten, but important rules) and means of fitting

into the church or business practices of the organization. 

So what do you do? 

• Every move requires adjustments to the new and different; this

move just requires extra effort because it is not a new state, but a new

country. Be patient; what seems confusing and irrational to you now will

eventually make more sense as you learn the patterns of life.

• Remind yourself that difference is not wrong; therefore you can

learn new ways and fit in. Repeat silently to yourself: It’s not wrong; it’s

just different.

• Give yourself some time. The feeling of awkwardness eventually

goes away and you stop thinking about it.

• Give yourself some extra space and treat yourself a bit more chari-

tably; the adjustment process is emotionally taxing, so give yourself

more opportunity to rest, to take a relaxing break and to treat yourself

to something special.

Physical health. Can I drink water out of the tap? What foods can I

eat and not eat? What medical care exists? Can I trust the food on the

street? In the restaurants? Cooked in the home by local people? 

So what do you do?
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• Look around; do most people appear upright and mobile? Like

them, you can survive.

• Contact other international people like yourself and ask them what

they have learned about maintaining physical health. 

• Don’t be foolish and eat everything; the little bugs can get you, but

there is usually medicine to kill them after they have made you miserable

for a day or two.

• You are not invincible. If you do not take the proper precautions,

the malaria mosquito will find you, the parasite, bacteria and virus will

find a way to make you run fast to the toilet numerous times a day. These

little critters have learned all the tricks and you are new. Remember that.

I always carry some towelettes with me in case I need to wash my

hands and soap and water are not available. As a reminder, do not leave

home without all the vaccinations necessary for protecting yourself in

the new country. The local public health department or the Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta can help you. If you get sick,

seek immediate medical attention. Usually it will be something com-

mon, quickly diagnosed and easily treatable. Above all, stay hydrated,

especially if you have vomiting or diarrhea. It would be wise to take

some packets of oral rehydration mix with youavailable at your phar-

macy, they are well worth the small investment.

Both our sons were born in South Africa. When we returned to the

United States, they experienced frequent sickness, colds, sore throat,

congestion and other small problems. We assumed that the States was a

healthier place to live than most other places of the world; not so for our

sons. They had built up natural immunities to a variety of small illnesses

in South Africa but did not have the immunities to the illnesses in the

United States. It takes time for the body to adjust because sickness is

everywhere.

Making a cultural transition can be one of the great adventures of life.

It will have some bumps, but being realistic about what awaits you is an

important beginning. Culture shock is real, but it hits people in different
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degrees. People respond to it differentlysome get hit intensely, while

others not so much. Be compassionate and encouraging to those who

struggle. Don’t compare yourself with others. Keep working at relation-

ships, understanding the culture and avoiding the tendency to criticize

and blame others. God guides you to new places and promises to be with

you there. He will never abandon you.

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. What scares you most about traveling to and living in another cul-

ture? What steps can you take to deal with these fears and prepare

yourself?

2. Have you ever experienced culture shock in America or your home

country? What were the symptoms and how did you deal with it?

3. In very practical ways, how can you depend upon God when experi-

encing culture shock?

4. What resources can you use to help you navigate a new culture?



6
Identifying Expectations

The great common door through which most

 forms of negativity enter is pre-mature expectations.

H U G H  P R A T H E R

But, as with anything else . . . there are unforeseen

 complications lying like crocodiles among the green river grass.

S T .  K I L D A

EVERYONE HAS EXPECTATIONS ABOUT life in another culture. These grem-

lins hide in our pockets and sit unseen on our shoulders. We are usually

not aware of our expectations, but they do their devious work at the

worst, most unexpected times. Think of it this way: every disappoint-

ment or frustration you experience is a result of some expectation that

has been violated or unfulfilled. You expect one thing and something

else occurs. Usually that something else is not as good as what you

expected, leading to disappointment and frustration. This chapter will

help us identify our hidden expectations, achieve more realistic ones and

provide some thoughts on how to cope with the unexpected. 

EXPECTATIONS CAN BITE 

A man and woman are datingone expects the relationship will con-

clude in marriage; the other is thinking about how to break up. An

employee believes that a promotion is imminent. Instead, a termination

slip arrives. A secret is shared with a best friend, who reveals the secret

to several others, causing much embarrassment. The best-friend rela-

tionship ends. The common theme here? Shattered expectations. Unmet

Identifying Expectations
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expectations can be devastating. Realistic expectations protect us from

major disappointments and problems. There will still be surprises, but

hopefully they will not be so destructive.

We live with expectations everyday. When expectations are not ful-

filled we can have a mature or immature response. Immature responses

include outbursts of anger, resentment, criticism, blame, negativity, fear,

possessive controlling and pent-up irritation. I have seen all these reac-

tions; in fact, I have experienced many of them. I am as guilty as anyone

of not handling violated expectations maturely. 

Important guidelines can help cope with these pressures. These

guidelines will lead to mature godly responses when we face unmet

expectations. But first we must get a better grasp of how the problem

functions. With this knowledge we can deal with the root of the problem

not just the symptoms.

EXPLORING YOUR EXPECTATIONS

It’s a good idea to explore our subconscious expectations. By raising

them to a conscious level we can name them, own them and then control

them in such a way that they will be less likely to cause negative attribu-

tion, miscommunication and stressful relationships. As you anticipate a

venture into a culture different from your own, think about the catego-

ries in table 6.1. Try to identify several expectations that you have for

that category. For example, in the Reality column, write what you believe

will be the most likely situation. Get the answers for this category, not

from wishful thinking or Hollywood stereotypes, but from asking people

who have been there and done well, from good books, National Geo-

graphic magazines, documentary films, historical novels, web sites and

classes at the local community college or university. Newspapers may or

may not be helpful. They often focus on the sensational bad news, and

we then believe that what happened in one location is true of the entire

country. This can produce a strong fear reaction toward that country.

Don’t be naive. But don’t be controlled by fear either.
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Table 6.1. Expectations and Reality

Category My Expectations
Reality

(As best I can know)

The local people’s feelings 
about Americans

My living situation

The food

My/our task

Personal hygiene and 
sanitation

Noises/sounds/quiet

Relationships with 
local people

Travel/vehicles

Language

People’s concept of time 
(yours and theirs) 

Worship:

• starting time

• dress

• style

• length

• music

• prayer

• sermon

Sports/recreation

Relaxation

Climate:

• temperature

• rainfall
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Fill in the “My Expectations” column now. Then do your research and

fill in the Reality column as you get information. After you enter the new

culture, review what you have written and make adjustments in the

Reality section.

As you can see, we carry many expectations. As a result, being realistic

about another culture is not always easy. The wider the gap between your

expectations and reality, the more difficult and disappointing your experi-

ence will be. If you can close the gap by this exercise and other information

in this book, you will have a more positive experience, leave a positive

impression and have a greater impact for the kingdom of God. In the final

analysis, your single, most important goal is to represent Christ to the peo-

ple in the other culture. That is more likely to happen when you are not

struggling with all kinds of unrealistic expectations. 

Keep in mind that God has placed beautiful Christians in every coun-

try of the world and they have the same goal as we do: to represent

Christ to us and to their community. It is a great privilege when we can

join hands with them in some common endeavor. 

VIOLATED EXPECTATIONS

So what do we do when our expectations are violated? It will surely hap-

pen. So it is best to be prepared. 

The problem. Not long after our arrival in South Africa I was con-

fronted with a situation that confused and frustrated me. Six teenage

missionary children lived with us in addition to one of our own in dia-

pers. So we hired Eunice to help us with the housework and cooking.1

She was a good worker and we were fortunate to have her. One day

while we were sitting around the dining room table, we heard a dish

drop and break in the kitchen. I called out, “Eunice, did you break the

dish?” There was no harshness or judgment in my voice, but for some

reason it seemed important to verify what I heard. Eunice replied, “No,

the dish fell from my hand and it is dead.” Her response struck me as

odd and certainly not what I was expecting. 
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I wanted the world to be like me, and Eunice did not respond the way

I wanted. I was troubled by this and remember thinking, This behavior is

not normal; she is not normal. What is her problem? Obviously she has diffi-

culty accepting responsibility for her actions.

Analysis of the problem. Before we continue the story, let’s analyze

what has happened so far. First, when we are confused or frustrated, we

make negative attributions. That is, rather than trying to understand, I

assign a negative attribute to the other person: Eunice doesn’t accept

responsibility. Note how many I made. Second, these negative attribu-

tions locate the problem in someone else. Third, if the other person is

the problem, then we are freed from making any adjustments or seeking

understanding. This means the other person must change or we must

help bring about the change. Finally, this kind of thinking takes different

forms, but is usually known as colonialism, imperialism, paternalism or

neocolonialism. 

I decided to give Eunice another chance to simply admit she made a

mistake so that this would all be cleared up. So I said again in an even

lighter tone of voice, “Eunice, did you mean to say that you broke the

dish?” 

Eunice responded in a firmer voice, “No. The dish fell from my hand

and it is dead.” She did not admit what she did and I wondered what

“fell from my hand” and “dead” was all about. The proof was there-

Eunice refused to accept responsibility; she would not be accountable.

That she was not responsible was now a fact in my mind. We needed to

watch her more closely since she seemed not to be trustworthy. My con-

fusion and frustration led to negative attributions and they quickly

became fact without any attempt to understand. 

Notice the progression: something happens that I do not expect and do

not understand. I assume it must be bad, and I make negative attributions.

I believe everything I have done is based on “fact.” I choose a course of

action based on the “facts,” which begins a downward spiral of suspicion

and mistrust. A new pattern of behavior emergeswatch her more closely. 
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My problem was making hasty judgments without getting the facts

from the other person’s perspective. Somebody does something I don’t

understand, and I get confused, suspicious, frustrated or angry. If it is

not like me, then it must be inferior or even wrong. I dislike ambiguity

and confusion; I want clarity and I want it now. So I fill in the blanks

quickly by jumping to a conclusion. When I do, it is almost always with

a negative thought about the person who caused me the confusion. By

making the other person the problem, I am no longer responsible. This

is a natural tendency whenever I find that people are not like me! Do you

ever do this? Don’t panic; just be aware of it. Awareness represents a

good beginning to the solution.

Are you normal? Ponder this question for a moment. Do you think

you are normal? Many people are not sure how to respond, so they try

to avoid a direct answer. Deep down, most of us believe that we are nor-

mal, and in most cases this is quite acceptableit is fine to believe you

are normal. However, there are some who are dangerously abnormal

who believe they are normal. But since they represent a small minority,

we won’t consider them in this discussion. Most of us consider ourselves

normal and we probably are. Believing we are normal does not get us

into trouble; something else does.

There is a fine line that we unconsciously cross that causes the major-

ity of the problems. When we think we are normal, we make a rather

fatal slip into believing that we also are the norm by which everything

and everyone else can be judged. We do this without thinking. But every

time we make a negative attribution we risk saying rather loudly to those

around us, “That’s not like me, therefore it is inferior, wrong and unac-

ceptable.” Most of us do not wish to communicate this message, yet it

happens with disturbing frequency. Identifying our expectations and

comparing them with reality as best we can before actually entering the

new culture gives us an advantage. We will be less likely to assume that

we are the norm, and it will help us realize that there are many legitimate

norms. So if I assume that certain behaviors are normal for you, even
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though they are not part of my patterns, I can more easily adjust my

expectations to the reality I am in. Instead of saying, “That is not like me,

it must be inferior or wrong,” I can now say, “That is not like me and I

do not understand it . . . yet. But that is you, and I can accept you and

your ways.”

From a biblical perspective there are things that are definitely wrong.

Some behaviors cannot be rationalized into something good simply by

saying it is the culture and therefore acceptable. If God says it is wrong,

it is wrong. The overwhelming majority of experiences you will encoun-

ter in another culture will not fit in the category of right/wrong, but in

the category of cultural differences. I have a high respect for God who

has placed wondrous diversity in his world and a high respect for people

who bear the image of their Creator. At the same time I recognize that

sin from God’s perspective cannot be explained away by cultural norms,

mine or anyone else’s.

DEALING WITH VIOLATED EXPECTATIONS

Let’s get back to Eunice and see how things worked out. It all started

when I expected Eunice to be normallike me. At the point I think

people must be like me, I have crossed the line from believing that I am

normal to also believing I am the norm. If I believe I am the norm and

you are different from me, then I am free to judge you. When Eunice was

not like me in that she did not fulfill my expectations, I judged her to be

abnormal. This opened the door to a variety of negative attributions.

What I failed to realize at the time is that all this happened in seconds and

at the unconscious level. I was not aware of what I was doing, what was

happening, what was really being communicated and what the impact

would be if things did not get sorted out. I was on dangerous ground and

did not even know it! How can this kind of mistake be avoided? Three

very simple steps can save us embarrassment and hurt feelings.

Stop. When you are confused, frustrated, angry or disappointed, do

only one thingstop! That is the first step and a difficult one for many
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Westerners who prefer to act quickly. Think about what just happened;

think about your feelings and what those feelings are telling your brain.

Monitoring the negative thoughts that go through your mind is a great

beginning. If you are not sure what to say or do, say and do nothing. Let

someone else take the lead or just let the situation pass.

Suspend judgment. The ability to suspend judgment is a critical sec-

ond step in these early encounters with another culture.2 However,

before you can suspend judgment, you must realize that you are making

a judgment, especially a negative one. This requires that you monitor

your thoughts. Catch the negative thoughts and stop them before they

slip through and cause damage. This takes discipline and work early on,

but the more you do it, the more you will find your experience enjoy-

able, even fascinating. Moreover, suspending judgment is a life skill that

builds and preserves relationships. More important, you will better

reveal the presence of Christ in your life. 

Suspending judgment takes us further toward a positive experience

with the culture. It helps us become proactive in discovering why some-

thing happened or why someone said/behaved in a certain way. With

Eunice, I moved very quickly from hearing her response to making a

judgment. I did not hesitate; I was even comfortable with my interpre-

tation and conclusion. I assumed there was no other way to see it. 

Suspending judgment does not mean never making a judgment. It

does mean that when confused, you keep from making a judgment

because you know it is likely to be premature and wrong. Suspending

judgment allows us to keep an open mind, seek further information and

pursue understanding. When a judgment gets fixed in our heads, we

close our minds to new information and do not pursue understanding.

The negative attributions now become “facts.” To make matters worse,

we act on those facts.

Americans may see suspending judgment as a sign of weaknessbe-

ing too hesitant or indecisive. Culture has trained them to size up a sit-

uation quickly, make a decision and then make it work. Though being
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quick and decisive may be an American value, it can work against you

when entering and living in another culture.

Ask why. It never occurred to me to ask why Eunice responded the

way she did. Frankly it was much easier and more time efficient to jump

to a conclusion—a negative one, of course. The third step of asking why

leads us to a better understanding of the culture where we are guests.

Over time I began to discover the whysthey were wonderful,

enlightening and fascinating discoveries. And then I began to under-

stand Eunice. In Eunice’s native tongue, the Zulu language, people tend

to use the passive and stative voices with about as much frequency as we

use the active voice. The way she spoke in her native tongue was the way

she would use English: 

“Eunice, did you break the dish [active voice]?” 

“The dish fell from my hand [passive voice] and it is dead [stative

voice].”

Further inquiry led me to discover that many language groups of

the world used the active voice infrequently because it implies inten-

tionality. Thus, for Eunice to respond, “Yes, I broke the dish,” would

in her mind be saying, “I intentionally broke the dish,” or “I wanted

to break it,” which obviously was not true. By using the passive and

stative voices, she was communicating that it was an accident, not

intentional. 

I must confess, I was relieved! Living in a world of quick judgments,

negative attributions and suspicions is a bondage that robs one of the joy

of beautiful relationships based on understanding and trust. I had mis-

judged her because of my own failure to act properly. Stopping to mon-

itor my thoughts and suspending judgment would have kept me from

making negative attributions and helped me to pursue understanding by

asking why.

By the way, were you getting a little frustrated that it took me so long

to explain Eunice’s response? Life is like that. Understanding comes to

those who patiently seek answers to their confusion. Recently, I told the
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story of Eunice to a group of missionaries in Namibia—a country in the

southwestern corner of Africa. A missionary told me that when her hus-

band was dying she could not tell any Namibians that he was dying,

because using the active voice would communicate, “I want him to die.”

So what could she say? Mostly, someone in that situation would say

nothing or something like, “We are praying.”

Entering another culture can be both wonderful and fearful. Identify-

ing our expectations and managing them when they are unfulfilled can

make the difference between a happy, productive experience and one in

which you grit your teeth and merely endure.

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. Can you think of a time when your expectations were not met? How

did you react? How do you feel about it today?

2. What did you learn from the expectations exercise (table 6.1 on p.

56)? What surprised you the most?

3. Do you think you are normal? In what ways do you expect others to

be like you? In what ways is it okay for people to be different? What

guidelines can be found in the Bible?

4. As you think about entering another culture, what aspects of that cul-

ture might you find most difficult to adjust to? What steps can you

take to learn about that now?



7
Square Heads and Round Heads

We have been created in the image of God,

and it is God-likeness we share. . . .

Thinking that people are all like me

 can only lead to disillusionment.

Am I the center of the universe?

G L A D I S  D E P R E E

BEFORE THE HUMAN RACE, diversity existed in the Trinity. God was

diverse: three persons. Then when God decided to create, the array of

diversity was staggering. The human race began with diversity: male and

female. God apparently loves difference; he created so much of it. Most

of us, however, prefer sameness. Difference makes us feel uncomfortable

because we are not sure how to respond. Entering another culture is to

encounter daily difference. Comfort in another culture occurs only when

you understand difference. Prospering in another culture is learning

how to celebrate difference. This chapter takes us a step closer to being

able to do just that.

A NEW GAME

Imagine you are a good athlete. You are good at your sport and enjoy

the game, say baseball. Someone across town invites you to play a game

that looks similar to your sport, and you agree. But the game, called

cricket, has different rules and requires different skills. Balls and bats

are used, but in a different way. You try to play, but mostly the game is

frustrating. Trying harder does not work. Sometimes you want to give

Square Heads and Round Heads
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up rather than adjust to this new game. It would be easier to go back

and play the game you know so well. But you decide to hang in there.

Soon you learn the new rules, develop the skills and enjoy playing

cricket. You have grown into something new and different and feel bet-

ter for the experience.

Entering a new culture is much the same. The rules and skills that

were natural for you in your home culture do not work very well in the

new culture. People of the new culture do things differently. Language,

transportation, dress, food, shopping and a variety of other things are

different. People have different values and attitudes that seem strange to

you. You can’t play this game very well, at least not yet. But with patience

you can learn the new rules and begin to enjoy being in the new culture.

The balance of this book is designed to help you learn the rules and

build the skills for a positive experience in another culture. 

PICTURE IT THIS WAY

As we enter another culture it is important to get the right perspective.

We grow up looking, for the most part, like the people around us (figure

7.1).1 We share a common language, core values, patterns of behavior

and the basic rules for conducting our lives. If we grew up in square cul-

ture, we would look square. If we grew up in round culture, we would

look round. 

When you leave the comfort of your own culture and enter another,

you don’t leave your squareness (cultural baggage) behind; you take it

with you (see figure 7.2). You become the proverbial square peg in a

round hole. At this point you have a choice, as seen in figure 7.3: you

can maintain your squareness, or you can choose to adjust, knock off

some “corners” to fit in and identify more and more with your host cul-

ture. By adapting to the local ways, you will find greater fulfillment for

yourself and greater effectiveness in the activity God has placed before

you.
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When you leave the safety of your own culture and enter another, you do not leave your
cultural baggage behind. You take it with you. And you may feel like the poverbial square
peg in a round hole.

Figure 7.3. Adjusting and Refusing to Adjust

People grow up looking very much like the cultural background in which they were
raised. If your cultural background is “square,” you turn out to be square. If it is “round,”
you are round.

But you can adjust; you can fit in. You can adapt yourself to this new culture. You can make
the transition effectively and gradually identify more and more with your host country col-
leagues. The result is greater fulfillment and productivity for you and your employer.

HOME CULTURE HOST CULTURE
Some learn to fit in . . .

Some don’t!

Figure 7.1. Square and Round Cultures

Figure 7.2. Fitting into Another Culture
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At the bottom of figure 7.3, notice that some from square culture

maintain their squareness. They choose not to adjust to the local culture

but to remain the same as if they were in their home culture. Ponder this:

By refusing to change or lose any squareness, what messages does the

square-headed person send to the round-headed people? Write your

responses below. 

Here are some of my responses. The square person communicates, “I

don’t care if I adjust to your situation, learn your language or do things

the way you do. I am better educated. My culture is more technologically

advanced. My way is better than yours, so why should I change?” Round

people could read this as insensitive and arrogant.

What messages do the round-headed people receive when the square

person does not adapt to round culture? Write your responses below. 

Here are my responses to this situation. Round people feel that the

square person does not care enough to make any changes. Round people

may think that in order to establish a relationship, they must lose their

roundness and become like square people. How unfortunate that people

of other cultures receive any of these messages from us even though, if

we send them, we do so unintentionally! Even so, the people of the host

culture will still receive the message. We are always communicating, ver-

bally and nonverbally. Therefore, we must be vigilant, aware of how and

what we are communicating.

Notice the better option in figure 7.3 where another square person is

entering round culture. Slowly over time the square person takes on

some roundness as a result of experiencing the culture. This symbolizes

the adjustment process of fitting into the culture. Amazingly, you dis-
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cover that any squareness you lose was never important. 

What are some of the ways in which we can lose our squareness dur-

ing the time we are in another culture? Make a list of at least six things

you can do to help yourself take on roundness or, conversely, lose some

squarenesseven if you plan to be in another culture for just a short

time.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

My list of adjustments would be to

• learn greetings and key words in the new culture 

• buy and wear some pieces of local clothing 

• smile frequently

• resist making negative statements about the people or culture 

• ask questions and listen attentively 

• spend as much time with local people as possible and minimize the

 time spent with people of my culture 

• eat the local food as long as it is safe

As the square person becomes more round, what is the message that

is being communicated to the round people? Write down your

responses.

The messages the round people are likely to receive are that square

people enjoy round people, even respect them. Our (round) ways must

be good since square people are adopting some of our behaviors and val-

ues (becoming a little like us and not trying to change us to look like

them). Square people are humble, willing to adjust. Square people are
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willing to learn from us. They think we are important, they want to com-

municate with us, they want to be our friends, and they think of us as

human beings equal to them.

As you can see, very powerful messages are sent simply through our

willingness to make some adjustments to the new culture. The things we

set aside from our home culture in order to adjust to the local culture are

usually not core values, but less important things. Yet the impact of those

adjustments makes an enormous difference in how effective you will be

in the ministry God has for you. 

Obviously, when it comes time to return to square culture, the person

who has lost some squareness will have won the respect of the local peo-

ple and will have left behind the sweet aroma of Christ. You will also dis-

cover that you return richer because God has added new beauty to your

life. What you give up is nothing compared to what you gain. Multitudes

who have gone before you attest that the benefits of adjusting and fitting

in far outweigh any sacrifices.

BUSINESSPEOPLE AND SQUARENESS

There is another side, however. Businesspeople want to return to

their home organization and incorporate some of the things they

learned while on their international assignment. One automotive

executive, after three years in Spain, was eager to share some of his

thoughts with his U.S. colleagues. His enthusiasm died when his col-

leagues greeted him with statements like “Bet you’re glad to be back

in civilization.”2

Everyone struggles with squareness. Anyone going from one culture to

another must deal with squareness and roundness. Businesspeople strug-

gle, as do missionaries, tent-makers, short-termers and anyone who tries

to establish a meaningful relationship with local people. Businesspeople

often face an extra challenge because they may have limited time to

adjust, arrive with a heavy task assignment, have little or no preparation

on how to be effective in the new culture and gravitate to other expatri-
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ates. It takes determination to break out of squareness, but it can be done.

The latest story I heard was about a businessperson who was given

three days by his U.S. company to get a signed contract on a big com-

petitive deal in South America. Instead, a European company got the

contract. The reason, I am told, is that negotiators from the European

firm spent ten days in the South American city with the local company.

The first seven days were spent in getting to know each otherin social

and recreational time together. During the last three days, they ham-

mered out the details of the contract. When asked by the U.S. firm, the

local officials said the difference was that the European negotiators took

the time to get to know them as people, to build the relationships. One

local person said something like, “You Americans had a better product,

but you never took the time to know us.”3

In the United States (square culture), people judge the merits of the

product and pricing and make their decision based on those facts. In

much of the world (round culture), it is not so much the merits of the

product and price, but the merits of the person and the relationship.

When square people cannot or will not become round in their thinking

and behaving, their message and goals are likely to be ineffective.

Becoming roundtaking time to build a good relationship before

plunging into the taskis not a matter of right or wrong but of differ-

ence. We are free to adjust to cultural differences, and the wise person

will do so.

This situation works both ways. Often, people from round cultures

will come to the square culturethe United States or another Western

countryto do business or for some kind of project. The round people

will take excessive time (by square culture standards) in small talk, social

time and relationship building. The square person may interpret this as

wasteful and unprofessional and may seriously question whether the

round person can meet deadlines and be efficient. We can easily misin-

terpret each other without intending it. Later, several chapters are given

to value differences in round and square cultures.
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D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. What cultural baggage are you willing to shed in order to better fit

into another culture?

2. In what practical ways can you show acceptance of people in another

culture?

3. Have you ever felt like a square peg in a round hole? When? How did

you respond?

4. While there are differences, what similarities do you see between

people of differing cultures? 

5. How can you use these similarities to connect with people cross-cul-

turally?

6. Do you identify more with the businessperson from the square cul-

ture or with the businessperson from the round culture? Why?



8
Cultural Adjustment Map

If the relationship is strong, then the truth will be accepted.

B U R M E S E  P R O V E R B

WHENEVER YOU ARE TRAVELING TO A NEW PLACE, a map is a good idea. The

same is true when entering a new culture. The cultural adjustment map1

in figure 8.1 was created by a group of people experienced in cross-cul-

tural travel and adjustment. 

For purposes of simplicity, let’s look at the cultural adjustment map

as having two tracksthe upper track, which begins with an approach

of openness, acceptance and trust, and the lower track, beginning with

an approach of fear, suspicion and inflexibility. Everyone tends to

approach a new culture more on one track than the other, but no one

travels one or the other exclusively. In fact, we will probably flip-flop

Approach The Facts of Life Abroad
(inevitables)

Coping Strategies
(responses)

Results

Openness
Acceptance
Trust

Fear
Suspicion
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Listen
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Figure 8.1. The Cultural Adjustment Map

Cultural Adjustment Map
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between the upper and lower tracks many times during our cross-cul-

tural experience. 

THE INEVITABLES

Note the section on the map called “The Facts of Life Abroad.” It suggests

that everyone will experience some negative emotions like confusion

and frustration as cultural differences are encountered. Many people

tend to overlook these inevitables since they believe that God has called

them and given them such a love for the local people that they will not

experience any negative emotions. Usually they are in for a rude awak-

ening. 

Everyone who spends any time in direct contact with a new culture

will experience these negative emotions in varying degrees of intensity

and duration. It signals that you are very much alive and very human.

Therefore

• having negative emotions does not signal Christian immaturity or

lack of spirituality.

• falling victim to the negatives does not mean you are out of God’s

will. Paul is clear that those who try to follow our Lord will have chal-

lenges and difficulties (2 Timothy 3:12; 1 Peter 3:8-17). 

• it does not mean that you don’t have a long-term future in this culture. 

• it does not mean that you never should have come.

• it does not mean you will be ineffective or should give up. 

• it does mean you are normal; so get on with learning the culture

and practice the insights in this chapter. 

THE UPPER TRACK

The person approaching a culture with more openness, acceptance

and trust will still encounter cultural differences, feel the inevitables

and need to make a critical choice. But the critical choice will more

likely be to remain on the upper track and choose a positive coping

strategy. 
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]

Figure 8.2. The Upper Track

Observe. Keeping your wits about you in spite of the negative emo-

tions you may be feeling allows you to do something important:

observe—look around and assess what is happening. In some cultures I

get quite uncomfortable because the local people stand very close to me

during conversation. I get the sense that they are pushy, overbearing and

aggressive (note the negative attributions). I feel uneasy and a little anx-

ious. I back up a step, they move closer again. I take another small step

back, trying to get a little space between the other person’s face and

mine, but also hoping I will not offend them. What is it with these people?

keeps racing through my mind while I try to stay positive and figure this

out. Eventually, the conversation concludes, much to my relief. But now

I need to understand. Over the next few days I observe how close people

stand to each other when talking. It does not take long to realize that

people stand close to each other in three kinds of circumstances: during

moments of anger, during moments of debate or bargaining and during

moments of friendship building. My experience fell into the latter cate-

gory. Now I interpret the situation in the positive light that the other per-

son actually intended—in fact, a Middle-Eastern proverb speaks of

friendship as the “sharing of one another’s breath.”

Listen. Listening is another important skill for coping with cultural

differences. Focused listening should prompt more questions, which
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should bring more listening, which provokes more questions and so on.

Most people err in not listening well, even if they do ask some good

questions. Often people listen only as a courtesy until they can speak.

Think of listening as an act of loving. Perhaps nothing shows respect for

others more clearly than listening to them and then probing their

thoughts more deeply.

Inquire. Inquiry is simply the art of asking questions. A good dose of

curiosity helps. All my life I have been curious as to why things work,

why they happen and why people act the way they do. So I have made

it a habit to ask lots of questions; a habit, as it turns out, that has served

me well in other cultures. Keep in mind that there is a wrong way to ask

questions. The wrong way to pose a question is to imply inferiority, judg-

ment or deficiency. For example, “Why do you drive on the wrong side

of the road?” suggesting driving on the right side is correct. Rather, one

might say, “I would enjoy hearing about the history of why you drive on

the left side of the road. It is different from my past, and I am wondering

how we inherited these two ways.” In many countries you will learn that

driving on the left side was inherited from their colonizers. The more

you have built trust, the richer the dividends of your inquiry.

Failure to inquire can cause major problems. A United States govern-

ment agency was building latrines (outdoor toilets) to improve the

hygiene in a poor, largely Muslim community in Asia. When the project

was completed, the foreigners were proud of the contribution they had

made to the health of the local people. However, it was soon discovered

that none of the local people were using the latrines. In fact, they were

using them as storage sheds. Why? A couple questions revealed that all

the latrines were facing Mecca, and no respectful Muslim would use the

facility while facing their holy city. A brief inquiry before the project

began could have saved the foreign agency this embarrassment.

The person who follows the upper track on the cultural adjustment

map will delight in the results: understanding and rapport. Understand-

ing means you are grasping how the cultural pieces fit together and make
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sense. As you understand the local culture you will gain appreciation and

respect for it. Rapport means that you sense a bond with the people and

value the relationship. Of course, this does not happen all at once. The

insights accrue over time, and there are plenty of bumps along the way.

Yet one of the great pleasures of life is to plunge into another culture,

figure out how it works and find yourself enjoying it as the local people

do. It does not mean rejection of your culture nor does it mean that you

accept everything in the new culture. It does mean that you are learning

to dance to the rhythm of the new culture and, having done so, find

yourself much more effective in accomplishing your goals. 

One needs to travel that upper track many times before sensing the

rhythm of the culture. But each time one treks that upper track success-

fully, it builds stronger openness, acceptance and trust. A chapter has been

dedicated to each of these three crucial concepts later. Next, we need to

look at the lower track, a place I’ve visited more times than I like to admit.

THE LOWER TRACK

If you approach the new culture with large doses of fear, suspicion and

inflexibility, then the cultural differences will not only produce increased

frustration and confusion, but you are now likely to make negative attri-

butions about this new culture. Much of this happens at the unconscious

level, but the effect remains the same: you will still be faced with a choice

about what to do when those feelings occur. But this time, instead of sus-

pending judgment, you will jump to a negative conclusion about the

new culture.

Fear. Think about the fears you might have as you approach cross-

cultural ministry and list them below. It is very important to label them

so that they do not unconsciously sabotage you later. 

The fears that I can think of are
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Figure 8.3. The Lower Track

Rank your fears from the greatest to the least. Being honest and real-

istic are necessary for successful adjustment. 

Where did your greatest fear come from? Can you think of a number of

sources for that fear? Maybe something happened in your past or maybe

recent news from the country you are entering caused the fear. Maybe you

even picked up the fear from someone else and made it your own. 

Let’s take one fear and work it through. Teaching at the university

level most of my life, I have had lots of international students in my

classes and I have enjoyed knowing many as friends. One thing many of

them will admit after they get to know you is that they were scared when

they came to the United States. “Scared?” I would exclaim, “Of what?”

They would then sheepishly answer, “Scared of being murdered.” I

would often laugh because the thought was so absurdnot that it could

not happen but that it was so unlikely. Yet it was the greatest fear of

many. This fear emerged during the era when a city in the United States

had the highest murder rate among the economically developed nations

and had the reputation of being the murder capital of the world. Televi-

sion carried the image around the world. 

The same thing happened when my wife, our two sons and I lived in

South Africa. There were places where violence, crime and murder were
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very high. My family in the United States expressed fear for us and

prayed daily for our protection. I assured them that we were quite safe.

I cannot remember one time that I felt fear for my physical safety. In my

extensive travels my wife and I have taken together and separately, we

have rarely felt fear. Usually we are impressed by the courtesy and kind-

ness of the local people. I think this will be your experience as well.

At the same time, I do not want you to think that you can just wander

anywhere at any time and you will be fine. There are evil and malicious

people everywhere in the world and one must always use good sense.

There are places both in the United States and abroad that I would not

visit at night. Seek and listen to the advice of the local people whom you

trust. Err on the side of caution, especially if you are new in the culture.

Suspicion. This is the opposite of trust. It thinks the worst of others,

or at least doubts the best. Sometimes you will have evidence to support

suspicion, but take it in stride. For example, merchants discovering you

are not a local person may raise their prices. You may feel they are tak-

ing advantage of you. In a sense, perhaps they are. Locals tend to think

all Westerners are wealthy, and usually we are by comparison. While

you may think that they are trying to take advantage of you, they think

that Americans hoard their wealth. For example, if bargaining is a prac-

tice in the culture you enter, feel free to bargain, but usually you will

not get the price the local people get. Yet, if you concentrate more on

building the relationship and less on getting the best price, you will win

in two ways: you will win friends and your friends will not try to take

advantage of you. Furthermore, the resulting relationships can lead to

meaningful sharing.

Inflexibility. This refers to the tendency to reject anything that does

not look like you. It is the opposite of acceptance. Inflexibility, a form of

rejection, is the square-headed person’s refusal to change and adjust to

local ways. Such a person has a strong sense of being right in most every-

thing. This person has a narrow range of differences, believing what is

right is what looks like me and what is wrong is what does not look like
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me. Local people will probably sense superiority in such a person.

Superiority may surprise you. Most of us do not think of ourselves as

superior. In fact, equality remains a high value in North America. Yet,

many North Americans are still accused of an attitude of superiority. In

part, I feel this is true especially for citizens of the United States who are

accustomed to being told that we are a superpower, economically, mili-

tarily, technologically and in other ways. Some of this seeps into our

thinking and we believe, not consciously or overtly, that we as a people

and as a country are superior. Of course, there are many ways in which

other countries are superior to the United States, but we rarely hear of

it. If we do, we may not think it significant. 

One U.S. corporation has humility as a corporate value. When their

clients outside the United States were asked how these Americans dem-

onstrated humility, their answer was, “They don’t.” Obviously many

Americans are humble and demonstrate it, but maybe only other Amer-

icans recognize it because we define humility according to our cultural

norms. Other cultures may define it differently and, therefore, demon-

strate it differently. 

Another reason for others perceiving superiority in many from the

United States concerns natural cultural differences and how they are

misinterpreted. Many Americans are outspoken, task oriented, goal

driven, decisive and assertive. Many believe these qualities made Amer-

ica great, and promote and reward them. However, in most Two-Thirds

World2 countries, those qualities are not valued so highly. So when an

American comes along and suggests what might be done, the local peo-

ple who do not want to shame the guest by not taking the suggestion,

move ahead on it even though they know it may not be the best way to

go. The American receives gracious appreciation for the work done and

continues the assertive, get-the-job-done attitude. Eventually this wears

thin for the local people because they are constantly giving in to the

unsuspecting American, who should have caught on to the ways of the

local culture by now.



80 C R O S S - C U L T U R A L  C O N N E C T I O N S

Generally, Americans think that if they are doing something wrong,

someone in the local culture will tell them. Yet correcting a guest is consid-

ered very rude because it would cause the Americans to lose face and feel

shame—something to be avoided at all costs. We will deal with this later.

While exposure to Americans and their ways have brought some changes,

allowing some local people to be more direct and confrontational, this

would usually not be true of poorer people, rural people or anyone who has

minimal contact with Westerners. Rather than blurt out your suggestions

and ideas, encourage the local people to teach you to do it their way. They

may insist that you know better because you are educated and from a

highly technical culture, but don’t give in quickly to this expression of cul-

tural courtesy. There is a cultural dance going on. Get in step.

If you carry high levels of fear, suspicion and superiority and face a

host of cultural differences, you will experience higher degrees of frus-

tration, confusion, tension and embarrassment. But even worse, you will

more likely make a bad decision when you come to the point of choosing

a coping strategy. Negative attribution will kick in and you will jump to

a negative conclusion about these people and their culture. If you are not

careful at this point, you will easily slide into a variety of unproductive

mindsets:

• Comparison: it takes twice as long to get things done; we can do it

back home in half the time.

• Blame: these people are at fault for my frustration.

• Criticism: these people are really backward.

• Rationalization: it’s impossible to understand these people and

their culture.

• Withdrawal: I will do my job but I will not get emotionally

involved with these people. 

Notice the repetition of “these people.” 

“THESE PEOPLE”?

Monitor the two words “these people.” When they frequently appear in
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your speech and thoughts, it is a sure sign that you have not formed the

kinds of bonds that make you think in terms of “we” instead of “they” or

“these.” Also, when you hear yourself think or say “these people,” it may

be a convenient way of not taking responsibility for your own feelings.

If you blame your frustration on someone else, then you do not have to

assume responsibility or consider making any changes. Slipping into

that frame of mind will dull your ability to observe, inquire and listen.

When that happens, learning and understanding stop.

USING THE CULTURAL ADJUSTMENT MAP

Suppose you have had a rough day and feel bad because of the negative

emotions you felt (“The Facts of Life Abroad—Inevitables”). You also

realize that you made some bad choices. Take a look at figure 8.1, the

cultural adjustment map (p. 72), and answer the following questions. 

1. What cultural difference prompted the negative emotion?

2. Which negative emotion(s) did you feel?

3. What thoughts ran through your mind during the negative emotion(s)?

4. Did your negative feelings prompt any action(s) you now regret? If

so, describe.

Your answers will help you to name and describe a situation that took

you on the lower track. The next step is to ask yourself, How can I handle

it better in the future?

5. If you could do it over again, what would you do differently? Look at

the upper track. Be specific about what you might have done differ-

ently.

6. Look at your response to the fourth question. Is there some way you

might have broken trust with someone? What can you do to restore

that trust?

7. Looking at the upper track and assuming that negative emotions will

arise at some future point, what options did you have? Or what

options would you prefer to exercise in future situations?
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These simple steps force us to reflect, evaluate and plan. By doing this

regularly, you will find yourself making wiser decisions, staying on the

upper track and building stronger relationships. Eventually you will

look back on your cross-cultural excursion as a high point in your life.

EXPECTATIONS REVISITED

In an earlier chapter we talked about expectations. You might want to

review your expectations to assess how many of them were positive and

how many were negative. The more your expectations are positive

(while also being realistic), the more likely you will approach the culture

with openness, acceptance and trust. If your expectations tend to be neg-

ative, you may be prone to fear, suspicion and inflexibility. In this case,

you would be more vulnerable to making negative attributions about the

people and culture whenever anything confuses or frustrates you. So if

you are already biased toward fear, suspicion and inflexibility, you are

more likely to experience more and more intense negative emotions dur-

ing contact with the new culture. You might also act out some of those

negatives so that the local people will realize you are not happy and at

peace in their homeland. 

The purpose of this chapter was to provide you with a cultural road

map to help you navigate your way through the new culture. Should you

get stuck somewhere or make a wrong turn, the map may help you iden-

tify where you went wrong and what you might do to correct things. The

map also gives you a realistic picture of what is ahead of you both in

challenges and in the joy of new friendships, hopefully, lifelong ones.

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. Describe your feelings when you realize that frustration, confusion,

tension and embarrassment will be inevitable in another culture.

Why do you feel this way?
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2. Before entering the new culture, what can you do to increase open-

ness, acceptance and trust? What can you do to reduce fear, suspicion

and inflexibility?

3. How do you typically cope with difficult situations? By reflecting on

those, what do you learn about yourself? What might you do to

change how you handle difficult situations as you think about a

cross-cultural experience?

4. When you offend someone, is it easy or difficult for you to apologize

and make amends? When you think you have offended someone in

another culture, what do you think the appropriate response(s)

should be? Is it the same or different from your home culture?

5. How do you think the cultural adjustment map helps you under-

stand the relationship between God and yourself?
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Openness:

How to Be Approachable

Until the day you can greet a man as a man

and not be conscious of his face, 

except for its individual beauty,

you are still acting as judge.

G L A D I S  D E P R E E

HAVE YOU HAD SOME PEOPLE IN YOUR LIFE whom you really enjoy seeing?

What is it about them that makes you feel good when you are around

them? My experience suggests that those people express openness,

acceptance and trust in relationships. These topics will occupy the next

three chapters. Practicing openness, acceptance and trust will give you a

big advantage in building wonderful relationships in your new cultural

venture and will enrich your life wherever you are.

Remember the cultural adjustment map in the previous chapter?

Openness, acceptance and trust are three skill sets we need to take as we

approach another culture. They get us started in the right direction and

help us stay on the upper track toward building positive connections

with people who are different. 

OPENNESS

Openness is the ability to welcome people into your presence and help

them feel safe. A similar word is approachable. What is it that signals to

people that they are welcome to approach us? Openness and approach-

Openness: 
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ability sound simple enough, but many people are not naturally good at

it. I know I am not. I must work at it. 

An attitude, like openness, is an intangible that expresses itself in ways

we can see. We can look for acts or behaviors, which reveal an attitude of

openness. Once we are aware of what an open person does, we can observe

and practice those behaviors until people sense that we are open too.

Someone in my life who best illustrates this quality is my wife’s

adopted mother, Helen. My wife, Muriel, a missionary kid, lost her

father when she was just over two years old. Her mother continued liv-

ing in rural Zimbabwe as a missionary. At seven years of age, my wife was

sent away to boarding school in the city and later to a missionary chil-

dren’s home. One set of “parents” at the missionary children’s home

adopted Muriel, a relationship that has lasted for fifty years. When

Muriel and I were dating, these parents, who had returned from Zimba-

bwe for furlough, adopted me too. I didn’t realize it, but before I knew

it, I was family. In fact, we are so much family that we, along with other

adoptees, are part of their will. These amazing people best illustrate

openness. I have tried to analyze how they do it. 

I have had similar expressions of openness expressed toward me in

nearly all the seventy-five countries I have traveled in. In this chapter, I

am attempting to put my observations in concrete form through the life

of one person who lived so successfully in a second culture. Please

remember that openness, acceptance and trust, which are important

qualities in every culture, may be expressed differently in different parts

of the world. For example, eye contact, which communicates openness

and equality in most Western cultures, communicates arrogance and

even insolence in other cultures, especially if a younger person looks an

older person in the eye. It is considered polite and proper for the younger

person to look down toward the floor or lower than the eye level of the

other person. In some cultures eye contact between a man and a woman

has sexual overtones. Women in these cultures usually look down when

a man approaches. Thus, you need to discover the cultural nuances in the
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place you will be and make appropriate adjustments. 

Smile genuinely. A genuine broad smile always greets us when we enter

Helen’s home. She lives near us, and nearly every Sunday, her small, unas-

suming house is the gathering place for ten to twenty people for dinner and

the afternoon. Less than half the crowd is made up of blood relatives. New

people are always being introduced. If they live in the vicinity, they soon

become “family.” Spontaneous laughter frequently erupts throughout the

house as people connect. One might think this is a happy-go-lucky family

with few cares in the world. Actually, not so. The family has seen its share of

sorrow and hardship. Yet, Helen’s smile to so many continuously warms the

home, making it a safe place to relax and be ourselves. 

Reach out. Helen proactively reaches out to people. She moves

toward you either by seeing you coming and holding the door open or

by physically drawing near as you enter. An eager hug awaits if you are

so inclined. A touch on the arm and an enthusiastic “I’m so glad you

could come,” gives you the distinct impression that your presence has

made her day. Immediately, you are also glad you came. During your

visit she connects to find out how you are doing. She keeps moving

toward you, yet remaining sensitive not to intrude.

Ask questions. I feel valued when people ask about my life, work and

activities. Helen remembers everything about our lives just as though we

were her own children. Her questions reveal honest interest. She listens

well and follows up with more questions. The exchange unfolds natu-

rally and in various directions. Her own thoughts and concerns flow

gently into the stream of shared conversation. Unconsciously, the event

becomes another bonding experience between parent and children.

Engage people. If Helen cannot engage you in conversation, she will

invite you into a game or some creative project she has recently started, or

ask your opinion on some matter. Yet, it is okay to quietly read a book or

paper, doze off in a chair or watch TV. Her home is your home, and people

are encouraged to do as they please. But she will do her best to make sure

you feel welcome, comfortable, relaxed and, most important, safe.
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Suspend judgment. When I first met Helen, I noticed she was slow to

judge and tried to give everyone the benefit of a doubt. Before judgment

she would try to find the facts and keep an open mind about the other per-

son. It seemed she found it difficult to believe something negative about

another person. When she did, it would be shared in the most gracious

spirit. Then she would continue to make it a matter of prayer. This attribute

contributed significantly to the safe atmosphere she built in her home.

Expressive. One might be inclined to think that Helen has few opin-

ions and, perhaps, a wimpy spirit. Actually, she has quite strong opin-

ions, sticks to her values, is in touch with her emotions and reveals all

quite freely. I have often wondered how Helen can be open and accept-

ing while also being quite confrontational on sensitive matters. After

watching her for a couple years, I have noticed two qualities: First, her

confrontation comes in the form of inquiring questions (as opposed to

judgmental questions). She seeks to understand the other person’s per-

spective before forming and expressing her own position. Second, she

shows genuine interest in you as a person and in a commitment to sus-

taining the relationship. Thus, the positive atmosphere she has created

becomes the loving context in which she may confront. Confrontation

in this atmosphere usually produces positive results. 

One healthy outcome of her open expressiveness is that you are rarely

in the dark about her feelings. You know where you stand with herno

game playing or charades.

Generous. Helen quickly offers food, drink, candy or little gifts

revealing that she is thinking about you and values you. She discovers

your birthday and the entire extended family showers you with gifts on

your special day as well as Christmas and whenever she may feel like it.

Mostly you realize that she gives of herself for the benefit of others. The

tangible expressions let you know what is in her heart. 

Slow to bid farewell. I must confess to relief when certain people

leave my house. One never gets that impression when you leave Helen’s

house. Her face and words reveal genuine regret that you must leave so
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soon, in spite of the fact you have been there for four hours or longer.

“Are you sure you can’t stay a little longer?” are frequent words as my

wife and I signal it is time for us to leave. 

Invitations to return. Often Helen calls to find out if we can come to

Sunday dinner and stay for the afternoon. Part of it is to plan for the

food, but more of it is to let us know that she wants us to come. It is a

good feeling to be wanted. We always feel welcome and safe. People

from other cultures have felt her openness in the same delightful ways. 

These are some of the qualities that I have noticed not only in Helen,

but also in people everywhere who communicate openness. It is a great

gift to receive and a great gift to give. 

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. Are there any other ways that people you know express openness?

2. Of the expressions of openness mentioned in this chapter, which

ones do you need to work on to be a more open person?

3. Rate yourself on the behaviors of openness. On a scale of 1-10, how

do you rate yourself? (1 = very poor; 10 = very good). 

• Genuine smile of greeting ______

• Reaching out to others ______

• Asking nonjudgmental questions ______

• Active listening ______

• Engaging others in conversation ______

• Suspending judgment ______

• Expressing yourself ______

• Generous ______

• Slow to end the meeting ______

• Looking forward to the next meeting ______
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Do your scores show that you are an open person? 

4. Can you identify any areas where you could improve? How? Think-

ing about the culture you plan to enter, might any of these be cultur-

ally unacceptable? Which and why? How can you find out?

5. Sometimes it is a good idea to see if others see us the way we see our-

selves. Give this list to three to five other people and ask them to

score you according to their perception of how well you express each

of the characteristics on the list. If the scoring was done anony-

mously, you might a get more honest set of scores from the others.

Then compare their scores with your own. 
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Acceptance: How to Be Positive

We stand in awe of the ocean,

The thunderstorm,

The sunset,

The mountains;

But we pass by

A human being

Without notice

Even though

The person

Is God’s most 

Magnificent

Creation.
A U G U S T I N E

I HAD NEVER THOUGHT OF ACCEPTANCE as an important biblical concept

until several years ago when I heard a respected Bible teacher say,

“What John 3:16 is to the non-Christian, Romans 15:7 is to the Chris-

tian.” Most of us know what John 3:16 says, but after three years of

Bible school and a seminary degree, I did not have a clue about what

Romans 15:7 said. Yet, I did not want to show my ignorance so I mum-

bled something about “interesting insight.” Then I raced home and

read the text, which says, “Accept one another, then, just as Christ

accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.” Are you surprised that

the Bible professor placed this verse in such importance for Christians?

I was, until I began to examine the word accept. Then I understood the

wisdom of his statement.

Acceptance: How to Be Positive
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ACCEPTANCE DEFINED 

Acceptance is the ability to communicate value, regard, worth and

respect to others. It is the ability to make people feel significant, honored

and esteemed. Though acceptance appears to be a passive concept like

tolerancemeaning to indulge the person, put up with or endure the

personacceptance is not passive, but proactive. It means to intention-

ally extend regard, honor and esteem to others. 

There are several reasons why acceptance deserves its own chapter in

this book and why we must practice it in all our relationships. First, Paul

uses acceptance as the key instructional point to guide the Roman Chris-

tians in dealing with the cultural differences that were dividing them. Sec-

ond, Paul uses Christ as the example of acceptance that we are to follow.

Third, we must show acceptance toward all people, because deeply rooted

in the soul of every person is dignity. God himself bestowed dignity upon

every human being when he shared his image with us (Genesis 1:27). 

ACCEPTANCE: PAUL AND THE ROMAN CHRISTIANS

The church at Rome faced a crisis that threatened to divide the congre-

gation. Two groups disagreed over some matters of conscience, which

grew out of their respective cultural traditions. Paul calls the two groups

“the weak” and “the strong” (Romans 14:1-4; 15:1), terms which prob-

ably do not refer to the spiritual character of the groups but which more

likely refer to the sensitivity of conscience toward certain customs, such

as eating food offered to idols (Romans 15:1). The weak probably

referred to a group of mostly Jewish Christians who were concerned

whether the food they ate was prepared according to Jewish custom and

whether they could celebrate special days on the Roman calendar. Their

conscience was sensitive, and they did not want to violate it.

The strong referred to Christians from a Gentile cultural history. Their

conscience regarding food and special days was not so sensitive, and

they saw no reason to be so concerned. 
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Paul mentions that these differences were about “disputable matters”

(Romans 14:1), suggesting that the issues separating the two groups

were not core doctrinal differences nor were they critical moral issues.

They were just differencesthe issues were not worth breaking fellow-

ship and splintering the body of Christ. So how does Paul propose to

solve these deep cultural differences that threatened the church and its

testimony in Rome, the nerve center of the world, at that time?

ACCEPTANCE IS LOVE

To accept others, is to love them. From Romans 12:1 through chapter

15, Paul emphasizes the centrality of love in relationships (Romans 12:9-

10, 17-21; 13:8). Paul appeals to both Jewish and Gentile Christians to

put that love into practice by accepting one another and not passing

judgment on each another (14:1, 10, 13). Neither side should judge the

other side as inferior, for God has accepted them both (14:3). 

Paul concludes, “Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads

to peace and to mutual edification. Do not destroy the work of God for

the sake of food” (14:19-20). That last sentence could be read as as “Do

not destroy the work of God for the sake of our cultural traditions.” 

LESSONS

We can learn a few principles from the Christians at Rome. 

1. People see things differently, and those differences often come from

cultural traditions.

2. Differences can alienate members of the body of Christ, which dis-

rupts the work of God. We must make every effort to keep this from

happening (Ephesians 4:3).

3. Acceptance is a powerful expression of love. To accept people is to

love them as God does and as he commands us to do.

4. If something irritates you about another culture and its people, “keep

[it] between yourself and God” (Romans 14:22).
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5. If differences are culturally based and not a violation of Scripture, we

can accept people, honor and respect them, and learn from them

since God also accepts them.

6. Christ accepted us while we were yet sinners, suggesting we must

find ways to communicate acceptance to those who have not yet

bowed to the lordship of Christ and who live in violation of his law

(Romans 15:7).

CHRIST: THE EXAMPLE OF ACCEPTANCE

The power of acceptance may be seen more clearly by looking at the

opposite: rejection. Rejection ranks among the most painful words in

the human vocabulary. Physical wounds certainly are painful, but

emotional wounds seem worse for they hurt the deepest part of our

being. Many emotional wounds are a result of some form of rejec-

tionfrom a best friend, parent, spouse, relative or some trusted per-

son. Rejection is harsh. It takes a long time for the wound to heal and

the pain to fade. 

Now consider the fact that Christ had every right to reject us. Think

about what that would have meant. Rejection by others is painful. But

rejection by Christ would be eternally worse, because the consequences

are forever. We would be outside his love, condemned and without

hope. Looking at rejection makes Christ’s acceptance of us among the

truly beautiful statements of Scripture“Accept one another, then, just

as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God” (Romans 15:7).

Christ accepted me and held me in esteem, not because I was good or

somehow worthy, but because the Creator placed his own image in me

and all of humanity, bestowing upon us dignity. Because of this divine

dignity, Christ accepted us.

How did he accept us? In love, without conditions, just as we are. He

did it proactively, not waiting for something from me. He did it irrevo-

cably and unconditionally as an act of love. What Christ did for me, I
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must be willing to do toward others: “Accept one another . . . just as

Christ accepted you.”

F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

As you think about your environmentthe office, school, home, neigh-

borhoodwho do you have the most difficulty accepting? 

• Think about why that may be so.

• Think about how that makes God feel.

• Think about how God sees that person (those people).

• Think about what it does to the image of God in those people.

• Think about how it affects your own relationship to God.

• Think about how you might begin to change your attitude.

Practicing acceptance of “one another as Christ accepted you” in your

immediate context will give you the right mindset, the right attitude and

the right skills to practice it with people in another culture.

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. In what ways do you show acceptance toward others? How have oth-

ers shown acceptance toward you?

2. In the culture you are entering, in what ways do you think they might

show acceptance toward you? Do you think you can show acceptance

to them the same way you would toward someone from your own

culture? Explain your answer.

3. What kinds of people are hardest for you to accept? Why?

4. What does it mean to you personally that Christ accepted you?
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Trust: How to Build Strong
Relationships

Was it the nature of faith to create barriers, or, was true faith

intended to eradicate barriers?

G L A D I S  D E P R E E

THIS CHAPTER IS ABOUT TRUST, which may be the most important idea you

will get from this book. Think about the following statement: “Nothing

significant happens between people unless there is a strong bond of

trust.” Do you agree? Would you say that the major characteristic of best

friends is that they trust each other, even with their deepest secrets? If a

doctor says, “Take this medicine,” and you do, is it not because you trust

her or his competence? The criteria for trust may be competence (cre-

dentials) or credibility (being trustworthy) or both. Regardless, trust is

the glue of all good relationships.

If we don’t trust people we probably will not spend much time with

them, listen carefully to what they say, follow their advice or put much

energy into the relationship. Trust makes all the difference in the quality

of a relationship. This is especially true if you are sharing something of

great importance, like the possibility of following Jesus. People will take

you seriously only if they trust you. If you have built trust, people are

more likely to listen to you and consider your message. If you have not

taken the time or put in the effort to build trust, it is less likely that they

will listen. Most people do not change a lifetime of patterns because

someone new comes into their culture and announces that they ought to

change their ways. 

Trust: How to Build Strong
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PRIOR QUESTION OF TRUST

A prior question of trust in its simplest form asks what would build trust

with a particular person or group.1 Remember the snow tires that I gave

my wife for our first wedding anniversary? I asked myself What would

build trust? but forgot to add with my wife? If we ask only the first part of

the question“What will build trust?”we can easily answer it from

our own frame of reference and then end up looking like the monkey.

Just as I needed to ask what would build trust with my wife when

buying a gift for her, we must intentionally ask ourselves what would

build trust with others with whom we desire to build relationships, espe-

cially in another culture. I say “intentional” because it is so easy to forget.

Eventually it will become natural. Remember to ask the entire question:

“What will build trust with this person in his/her cultural frame of refer-

ence?” Do this several times a day at critical points. If you fail to do this,

you will slip back into your own cultural patterns and you will be offer-

ing snow tires instead of perfume, flowers or something appropriate to

the person. But it is not quite so simple when you are in an unfamiliar

culture. The monkey discovered this when he tried to help the fish!

TRUST IS CULTURALLY DEFINED

In many cultures, my way of building trust does not work. In fact, it

communicates the opposite. Let me explain by using a generic story

gleaned from a variety of situations. Mary and Joe Smith, working in

another culture, decided they would like to build a relationship with a

local couple. Joe worked with Koko at his job and believed a friendship

would be possible. 

Joe talked with Koko, and he and his wife agreed to come to Joe and

Mary’s home for an evening meal. Everyone had a delightful evening.

Now the Smiths waited to see if the local couple would do something to

show they wanted a friendship—perhaps an invitation for the Smiths to

come to their house. Several weeks went by and nothing. The Smiths
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decided they would try it again and essentially went through the same

routine. The other couple came again, the evening was wonderful and

everyone departed happy. Weeks went by and nothing came from the

couple that would signal interest in pursuing the relationship. 

Miscommunication. At this point, it is important to know that both

couples wanted a friendship, but both had concluded that the other cou-

ple did not want it. Why do you suppose the local couple would con-

clude that the Smiths did not want a friendship? It seemed pretty

obvious, at least to us. Would you have done anything different if you

had been in the Smiths’ place? 

In much of African, Hispanic and Asian culture, setting a time, place

and agenda for an evening together signals that you want a more formal,

prescribed relationship, not a friendship. One signals a desire for friend-

ship by stopping by the person’s house, unannounced. Often it’s called

“popping in.” Popping in at mealtime is all the better; now you can eat

together and spend the evening chatting. This causes many North Amer-

icans discomfort. First of all, you don’t just stop bythat is rude accord-

ing to our etiquette experts. Second, we do not like people stopping by

unexpectedly because we put a premium on having a clean house for

guests and making sure we cook a special meal. What do we do about

enough food if people just pop in? Third, the evening meal in many

Western homes is considered family time because of the way our lives

are structured. So we assume it is family time for everyone else as well.

We do not want to be interrupted during family time, and we would not

think of doing it to others. 

But in many cultures of the world, people will generally cook more than

they need because people are always popping in. Or, if they do not have

enough, the children will eat later or be sent to a relative’s house where they

may have some extra food. The condition of the house is not nearly so

important as the fact that someone has chosen to stop by and spend time

with them. Neither are they so preoccupied with whether things are tidy

but more with celebrating the arrival of guests and enjoying time together.
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Be culturally sensitive. Be alert to discovering how people build trust

in the culture where you will be. You can do several things: observe what

people do; ask veteran Westerners who have built many solid relation-

ships in that culture; listen to conversations among friends and ask a

local person what you can do to build a friendship with a person in that

culture. I would use the word friendship instead of trust because there is

less ambiguity with friendship. (Did you notice the “observe, ask/inquire

and listen” in this paragraph? They are the important coping skills from

the cultural adjustment map in figure 8.1, p. 72.) 

TRUST IS PERSONALLY DEFINED

Not only is trust culturally defined, it is also personally defined. The

snow tires story is a good example, but here is another. Another hus-

band, newly married and quite the outdoor sportsman, purchased a new

shotgun for his wife’s birthday. He presented it to her in a nice case so it

would be protected from scratches. With the gift came this message: “I

think this shotgun will help us develop more intimacy in our marriage.

Now we can walk out to the woods together, shoot some animals

together, process the meat together and eat it together while rehearsing

the hunting memories.” She was not impressed.

He was completely sincere but certainly did not understand the

indoor preferences of his wife. My friend bought an expensive gift, had

good intentions and ended up a failure. His wife did not enjoy hunting

or any sports for that matter. Like the monkey (remember the monkey

and fish story) my friend had acted out of his own frame of reference.

He wanted to express love and build trust but was unsuccessful

because he neglected to add, “with my wife.” As we practice answering

this question in our own culture, it will be easier to ask and answer in

the new culture. 

Trust, or the lack thereof, defines all relationships. Let’s not be naive.

We cannot just barge into someone’s life and have instant credibility. If

we try, we will be giving snow tires instead of a clear message of love. Or,
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as the apostle Paul said, our witness will sound more like a “clanging

symbol” than genuine love ( 1 Corinthians 13:1).

Circles of trust. Trust is necessary every day with everyonewe can

practice trust daily with everyone around us, even those with whom

trust has been broken. However, it is best to focus on specific people

when thinking about trust.

Figure 11.1 has concentric circles. Put your initials, representing you,

in the smallest circle. Then, place the initials of people who are closest

to you, the people you trust the most, in circle 1. In the second circle,

place the initials of those you trust to a lesser degree. Next, inside the

third circle, put the initials of people you trust only a little or those you

do not trust at all or with whom trust has been severely broken. Do this

now and please do not read further until you have given three to five

minutes to put initials where you think they belong.

Now think about the following questions:

1. Where did you place your parents? Siblings? Uncles and aunts?

Figure 11.1. Circles of Trust

1

2

3
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Grandparents? Spouse? Colleagues? Add new initials of people if you

wish.

2. Where did you place Christians? Non-Christians?

3. Are there any people farther away than you would like? Should they

be closer to you? How can you make this happen?

4. Are there some who are close to you but who have an unhealthy

influence on you and maybe should not occupy such an influential

place? How should you respond?

5. Do you have any other insights from this activity?

The circles applied. I had just finished teaching a session on trust.

As I absorbed the warm sun on a mountaintop outside Puebla, Mexico,

a young man of college age joined me. “I heard what you said about

trust this morning,” he started. “What was important for you?” I

answered, believing he wanted to say more. “My dad and I haven’t

talked for three years, and it doesn’t seem right,” he blurted. “It’s not

that we don’t ever talk. We just exchange greetings and maybe some-

thing about the weather, not much more,” he continued. “You would

like to change that?” I countered. “Yeah, I will be leaving college and

moving away soon, and I want to have a more meaningful relationship

with my dad.” 

Becoming more direct, I said, “What do you think you can do to

begin that process?” Because the young man could not find an answer

to that question, I had to ask it in several different ways. I finally said,

“When your dad is enjoying himself, what is he doing?” “Working with

wood,” he answered quickly. “He loves making things, and he does a

beautiful job.” “Have you seen any wood around this place that has

caught your eye?” I asked. My grandfather loved wood, and I love

refinishing old furniture, so I was on familiar ground. At this the young

man brightened. “Interesting you should ask. I notice wood all the

time, and there is some unusual wood around here.” Now we were get-



104 C R O S S - C U L T U R A L  C O N N E C T I O N S

ting somewhere. “So how would your father interpret it if you sent

him a nice slab of wood from Mexico?” (Note: I was asking him to put

himself into his father’s frame of referencewhat would build trust

with his father.) Now he sat upright and became animated. “He would

really like that! I can do it!” 

The young man realized his father had been in one of the outer circles

and wanted to change that. He just needed a conversation to nudge him

in the right direction. The process of a better father-son relationship had

begun. Building trust is not hard, but it does take a little thought.

TRUST TAKES TIME

Two brief thoughts remain. First, it takes time to build trust. If trust has

been violated it may take more time to build it, but usually you will find

people ready to respond. Be patient. Keep checking to make sure that

your attempts to build trust are not based on your own frame of refer-

ence but on that of the other person. The people in the new culture have

probably had previous experiences with people from your culture. This

history may have influenced them toward openness and trust toward

you or, perhaps, to be more cautious. 

Second, trust is built in slow progressive steps. We may want to build

or rebuild trust with one giant act. Usually it does not work that way,

particularly if trust has been broken in the past. Even in new relation-

ships, trust starts with small acts and builds into a solid and healthy rela-

tionship. Patience pays off.

F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

1. How has God built trust with you over the years? What does he do?

Make a list of items. 
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2. What insights does this list give us in our attempts to build trust with

those around us and our friends in other cultural settings? 

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  

1. Thinking about the culture you are going to, are there ways in which

you can learn how the people build trust?

2. What kinds of behaviors from you would tend to undermine or break

trust with the people you will be with?

3. Among the people you know, with whom have you had difficulty

building trust? Why it has been difficult? Can you think of what else

you might do that will build trust from their perspective?

4. Can you think of a time when trust was broken with you? How did

you feel? What did it take (or would it take) to rebuild the broken

trust?

5. Why does it feel good when someone builds trust with you?
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Skills for Cross-Cultural
Effectiveness

To be surprised, to wonder, is to begin to understand.

J O S É  O R T E G A  Y  G A S S E T T

YOU ARE THINKING ABOUT SOME KIND OF ACTIVITY in another culture. You

are motivated to do a good job and make a difference. But the monkey

and fish story in the first chapter showed us that good motives and good

intentions are not enough to be effective. You really need a set of insights

and skills to give feet to your good intentions and motives. This book is

exactly about that: giving you skills to do the job well, so well that the

people will want you to come back and stay longer.

This chapter attempts to do two things: first, to reinforce in a differ-

ent way some of the skills we have talked about; second, to introduce

some new and useful skills and ideas that will help you. When some-

thing happens that you are not sure how to handle, hopefully, one of

these insights will provide you with a way to understand that situation

and deal with it. I have found that acronyms help lodge ideas in people’s

memory.

IT TAKES TIME (ITT)

Cultural adjustment does not come quickly and, for some, not easily.

Therefore, don’t be so hard on yourself. Go into the new culture realizing

that there will be bumps. But keep in mind too, that tens of thousands

of others who have gone before you also had bumps and still made a

Skills for Cross-Cultural
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positive impact for the cause of Christ. They did it, and you can too. 

So don’t give up. That is exactly what Satan would like for you to do.

But God has an important purpose for you being right where you are.

He has something important for you and for the host country people. By

persevering you will see the wondrous things God has in store. Virtually

anything important will have some struggle attached to it. Those strug-

gles will make you stronger and wiser if you don’t give up. 

A friend of mine who worked for one of the big three auto companies

in the United States was sent to a Spanish-speaking country on a two-

year assignment. He had little cultural orientation yet plunged into his

work. He found the cultural issues overwhelming and, in a few weeks,

found himself unable to function effectively. Before the end of his first

month he returned to his U.S. office. He felt terrible, a complete failure.

He was also confused. What went wrong? Why couldn’t he adjust? Oth-

ers had. What was wrong with him? My own analysis, apart from his

having no cultural orientation, was that he tried to do too much too fast

without attempting to get acquainted with his new office and living envi-

ronment. It takes time to adjust, and if we ignore the adjustment process,

we may pay dearly.

MONITOR, MONITOR, MONITOR (MMM)

What should we monitor? Our emotions! Why? Because they usually

cause quick, unthinking reactions that can damage relationships. There

are several steps involved in monitoring our emotions. 

Step one. Think about what you are feeling. If the feelings are negative

then put yourself on alert so you don’t do anything that you will regret.

So monitor your emotions, especially when they are negative.

Step two. Name the negative emotion: anger, frustration, confusion,

embarrassment, fear, tension, anxiety, jealousy, envy, superiority or

maybe a vague, but real discomfort. Try to give it a name. You cannot

proactively deal with something that is not identified. If you cannot

identify it, you tend to react; reactions usually cause other reactions and
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things quickly go out of control. Now everyone becomes a victim. That

inability to identify and properly manage a negative emotion quickly

sabotages our well-meaning efforts. 

Step three. Ask yourself what is causing the negative emotion. While

step two was naming your emotion, step three is naming the situation

that triggered this emotion in you. Describing the situation in your mind

may accomplish several things. It disarms the emotional content by let-

ting your mind take charge. It gives you a second or two to judge

whether your emotions are justified or not. It also gives you a moment

in which to replace reaction with a planned action, one that will give you

more positive results. 

Obviously, if you feel immediate physical threat, the thing to do is get

out of harm’s way. That reaction is wise and natural. But most of the time

the situations you face will be of the more common cultural variety that

can be dealt with in a more thoughtful way.

Step four. What options do you have? Options fall under several cat-

egories: 

• Thoughts—be guided by the positive, the good and the construc-

tive, resisting the tendency to blame and fault others. 

• Speech—be guided by words of grace and sensitivity, resisting the

harsh and judgmental. 

• Actions—be guided by acts of love, gentleness and kindness,

resisting the sharp and abrasive. 

Step five. Choose the best thoughts, words and acts to express your-

self even though you are frustrated enough to punch somebody’s lights

out. It is okay to feel that way sometimes, just don’t act on it. 

The bottom line is to figure out what is happening and turn it into a

positive learning experience. Keep that goal in mind and work hard to

get there.

PRIOR QUESTION OF TRUST (PQT)

Even though the last chapter focused on trust, I am mentioning trust
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again here because it as an extremely important concept. Also, in the last

chapter I spoke of it as an attitude, and in this chapter I am presenting

trust more as a skill.

Most of us tend to react when we feel stress or frustration. Our reac-

tions may be understood in our home culture but often are misunder-

stood in another culture and result in hurting innocent people. My

experience suggests that when we hurt others, they usually do not tell us

about it, at least not directly. It would cause us shame and loss of face.

They would never dishonor us in this way. 

Building trust, as I said earlier, is culturally defined. Let me illustrate.

An automotive supplier in the United States had employees from an over-

seas customer visit his site for training on some new technology. Over a

period of fifteen months, the American found the guests to be very incon-

siderate because they asked personal questions and seemed to be more

interested in small talk about family, hobbies and such. The guests

thought the Americans were very inconsiderate because all they thought

about was business and never seemed interested in the guests as people

who were away from their families, strangers in the United States and iso-

lated. Each group judged the other as inconsiderate because of the differ-

ent cultural rules each had for building trust. Needless to say, the project

was less successful than the respective companies had envisioned.

That which builds trust in your culture may not build trust in another

culture. In fact, it may break trust. It would take several books to talk

about how each culture builds trust. In most cases, we do it so intuitively

in our culture that we do not even know it. If someone asks us how we

build trust, we shrug our shoulders and say something like, “I don’t

know; it is something you just do.” The same is true of other cultures. 

So how do you learn to build trust? Some things are universal: smiling

when meeting someone and frequently as the friendship develops;

speaking positively about people of the host culture, their culture, their

family, their country (everyone is proud of their homeland); expressing

happiness in having the relationship; reciprocating in kind deeds and
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gifts; and being willing to spend time with the people. In some cultures,

trust is built by doing what you say you will do in the time you said it

would be done. In other cultures, the time given to building the relation-

ship builds the trust more than keeping a schedule. 

Still, one must learn the local ways as well. How does this happen?

Primarily through observation. Watch what good friends do with and to

each other. How close do they stand to each other? Many cultures stand

closer than the American who likes more space. What role does touch

play? Some cultures are far more high touch than others. In fact, in some

countries, two males or females who are good friends may walk down

the street arm-in-arm or holding hands. Such physical expression has no

sexual connotationit is a way to show trust and friendship. If you are

building a good friendship, do not be surprised if, without even think-

ing, the other person grabs your hand as you walk along and keeps on

holding it. Your reaction may be to pull your hand away. But review the

steps in the previous section on monitoring your emotions. 

A friend of mine was walking down the sidewalk with a friend from

the local culture. Suddenly she realized she was walking in the gutter.

Her friend was walking so close and speaking right into her face that she

unknowingly had kept moving away until she found herself off the side-

walk and in the gutter. She quickly monitored the situation, realized

what was happening and, returning to the sidewalk, enjoyed the ongo-

ing conversation knowing not to pull away. 

STRATEGIC WITHDRAWAL STRATEGY (SWS)

Sometimes your system will get overloaded with all the new things

around you. You need a break to settle yourself, get your bearings again

and come back to the situation refreshed. This is strategic withdrawal,

and it is important to utilize it rather than explode, go into culture shock

or get bitter and cynical. 

Strategic withdrawal is like counting to ten to cool off and is a good

idea when the pressure gets too intense. Hence the word strategicwhen
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it is just too much to stay involved in your activity and you feel like you

are going to explode, cry or have some kind of outburst, take the time to

withdraw. Physically remove yourself from the situation that causes the

unbearable pressure or strain. The withdrawal should be relatively short

depending on how long the pressure has been building up. For example,

if you are at a party and you are feeling stressed out, take a five-minute

strategic withdrawal to the bathroom, take a short walk or hang around

people who relax you; then, when the pressure is back under control,

reenter the situation. 

Perhaps this is one reason why God gave us a day of rest—not only a

day of worship but a strategic withdrawal from the burden and pace of

the work world. God himself rested after the creation of the world. Tak-

ing a day or two off each week or taking an extended vacation each year

are ways of keeping ourselves healthy physically, mentally and emotion-

ally. When we are overseas my wife and I may go out for an evening to

a nice Western restaurant or spend a weekend in a Western style hotel.

The wonderful atmosphere not only refreshes but restores energy and

perspective. 

Keep in mind that strategic withdrawals taken too often or for too

long may be a sign not of wise management of a situation but of culture

shock. Physical and emotional isolation from the local people to listen to

music, read American magazines or books, sleep, or hang out with your

Western friends for extended periods signal culture shock, and this

needs to be handled quickly. If you find yourself disengaging for large

blocks of time, reread the chapter on culture shocks. Employ the aid of

friends and senior people who have worked through these issues. They

will help you laugh, understand and achieve objectivity as you work

through the adjustment process.

LAUGH AT YOURSELF, LAUGH AT LIFE (LAY-LAL)

Having a good sense of humor gets us through many of life’s tough spots.

Humor relieves tension. It puts situations in perspective. It keeps us
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from exploding or imploding. It gives everyone a chance to step back

from a potentially damaging situation and try to turn it into a productive

one. 

But beware of the dangers of humor. While it is usually acceptable to

laugh at oneself, it is risky to laugh at someone else until you are quite

versed in the culture and the trust is strong. If you are in a group joking

and having fun in a public place, local people may be glad to see that you

are happy. However, they may also wonder whether you are laughing at

them, especially if your humor is loud and accompanied by pointing at

something or someone.

Humor rarely translates well across cultures. Usually one must be an

insider to appreciate humor. If you are in a group of people of your own

culture and people from the local culture are with you, they may not

understand your jokes and remarks. It would be good to explain why a

given story or remark causes you laughter. This accomplishes two

things: the local people realize that their culture is not the object of the

humor and they begin to understand the humor of your culture.

IT’S DIFFERENT (ID)

“It’s different” may be the most useful little statement you can daily

rehearse along with the Prior Question of Trust. The next section is on

cultural differences that confuse us. Usually, when we get confused we

look for someone or something to blame. Remember Eunice? She spoke

in the passive and stative voices, which confused me. I blamed her for

my confusion. Something was wrong with her and I needed to try to

straighten her out. I saw her behavior as wrong, not as different. When

I put something in the category of odd, confusing, weird, wrong or

whatever, I am no longer able to learn from it. I have put the person or

behavior in a category where I am right and the other is wrong. I am now

superior and should try to correct the person. This damaging attitude is

simple pride and puts up enormous barriers in relationships. 

A simple skill I strongly encourage you to develop is found in a little



S k i l l s  f o r  C r o s s - C u l t u r a l  E f f e c t i v e n e s s 113

phrase: “It is not right or wrong; it is just different.” Let me hasten to say

that some things will fall into right and wrong, but my guess is that most

of your experiences will best fit in the category of differences. If you put

a confusing person or situation into the category of difference, you are

more likely to suspend judgment, remain open and seek understanding.

In doing so, your relationships will be maintained, you will get a quicker

and better grasp of the culture in all its fascination, and you will have a

far more enjoyable sojourn. 

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. Rate yourself on the following skills by circling the appropriate num-

ber.

a) It Takes Time (ITT): 

I am a patient person 

Very much    1    2    3    4    5    6   Very poor

I am a persevering person

Very much    1    2    3    4    5    6   Very poor

b) Monitoring (MMM): 

I can monitor my thoughts

Very much    1    2    3    4    5    6   Very little

I can identify my emotions

Very much    1    2    3    4    5    6   Very little

c) Prior Question of Trust (PQT):

I build trust easily

Very true    1    2    3    4    5    6   Not very true

I think about how my actions  will affect others

Very true    1    2    3    4    5    6   Not very true
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d) Strategic Withdrawal Strategy (SWS):

I usually can handle new situations in a positive way 

Very true    1    2    3    4    5    6   Not very true

I tend to get angry when things do not go my way

Very true    1    2    3    4    5    6   Not very true

e) Laugh at Self/Life (LAY-LAL):

I can laugh at my mistakes

Very true    1    2    3    4    5    6   Not very true

I take life too seriously

Very true    1    2    3    4    5    6   Not very true

f) It’s Different (ID):

Differences intrigue me

Very true    1    2    3    4    5    6   Not very true

I tend to put things in “right” and “wrong” categories

Very true    1    2    3    4    5    6   Not very true

2. What do you see as you look at the numbers you circled? What areas

did you mark yourself as skillful? What areas might you need to work

on?

3. Note any areas where you marked yourself low. How might that affect

your entering and ministering in another culture? What might you do

to improve that skill?
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Time and Event

What do you Americans do with all the time you save?

C O M M E N T  F R E Q U E N T L Y  H E A R D  I N  V A R I O U S

P A R T S  O F  T H E  W O R L D

IN THIS SECTION, I WILL ATTEMPT TO DESCRIBE several values that express

themselves very differently in different cultures. I have selected only a few

of the more prominent values that Westerners may benefit from knowing

about in advance. I hope that this knowledge will ease the cultural adjust-

ment process and hasten your enjoyment of the people and culture. 

IMPORTANT PERSPECTIVE 

In this chapter I will describe cultures that view time quite differently.

Sherwood Lingenfelter and Marvin Mayer call this contrast “time versus

event,”1 terms I am going to use. Others talk about synchronic cultures

and polychronic2 cultures. Keep in mind the following statements as

you read the chapters in this section.

1. Neither valuetime or eventis better than the other; neither value

is more godly.

2. Different cultures may prefer one value over the other but move back

and forth on the continuum. 

3. Most of us, when our time-orientation needs are satisfied, can easily

adjust and even enjoy someone who is event oriented and vice versa.

Frustration comes when our time orientation needs are not met first

or, for the event-oriented person, when their event-oriented needs

are overlooked or ignored.

Time and Event 
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4. If I fail to start where the other person is, for example, event-oriented,

I may be perceived as insensitive or uncaring, which strains the rela-

tionship.

5. The person with the servant heart will try to discern where the other

person is on these cultural differences and enter into that frame of ref-

erence as a basis for building relationships.

6. For the most part, these values are matters of difference, not right

or wrong. As such, we are free to communicate openness, accep-

tance and trust to people who may express these values differently

than we do.

7. It is my observation that much of the Two-Thirds World is becoming

more like the West and much of the West is becoming more like the

Two-Thirds World. For example, younger-generation Americans are

less time-oriented and more event-oriented. Two-Thirds World peo-

ple, with exposure to the West, are becoming more time-oriented.

This trend seems to be true of many of the values discussed in this

section. Thus, we are seeing a meshing of cultures where there may

be more similarity than difference in some of the values mentioned in

this section. 

Everyone has the same twenty-four hours each day. Beyond that,

however, people think about and use time differently. This chapter will

help you become more realistic about how differently people in other

cultures view time. It will also help you adjust your expectations.3

INDUSTRIAL ECONOMIES

In the West and other highly industrialized countries of the world, time

is an important cultural value. As the industrial revolution came to dom-

inate the United States, Henry Ford envisioned most of the country

being an assembly line producing everything from cars to clocks. The

factory assembly line changed everything. It required everyone to show

up on time and punch a time clock. Now we could determine who was
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on time and who was late. The clock told everyone when to take a break

and when the workday was over. Time was attached to wages, produc-

tivity and profitability. Thus, time became money. If someone did not

show up on time or did not show up at all, the entire assembly line

ground to a halt until someone filled the vacant slot. In public schools,

Sunday schools and on the job, people were rewarded for being on time

and punished if late or absent. On the job workers would get their pay

docked. In school, some of us remember students receiving a gold star

for perfect or punctual attendance.

Out of this environment came the commitment to time: being on

time (punctuality), little or no down (sick) time, wasting time, making

time, buying time, finding time, saving time and, of course, not losing

time. Concern focused on the amount of production for the work time.

Scheduling, efficiency, planning, goal setting and predictability

emerged as important values for an industrial culture. The amount of

time became the measuring device for life and work. Life was quanti-

fied into time frames where seconds, minutes and hours took on sig-

nificance. Not being late was a virtue. The wristwatch became the most

common gift received by grade school and high school graduates who

were entering the unforgiving world ruled by the watch. Success was

tied to time.

Many of us remember the hectic frenzy around the house trying to

get ready on time for church or some event. We arrived on time but at

the cost of shouting and tense feelings. Maybe it is still true in your

house. Nevertheless, our time orientation served us well for things like

gross national product, national emergencies and progress in science.

It has, however, often taken its toll on relationships. Thus, a time ori-

entation is good news and bad news. Minimize the bad and everyone

benefits. 

Industrial economies had to be future oriented. One planned for

eventualities that may interfere with the production schedule and quo-

tas. Thus, assuring the continuous flow of commodities and personnel
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to keep the factories going became a growing science. Long-range plan-

ning became part of every company’s administrative structure. Progress

required less attention to the past and more to the future. The focus on

time and the drive for profitability tempted executives and investors to

see people as machinery more than human beings. 

As the industrial revolution evolved into the information economy,

the complexity of life increased, forcing people to plan more precisely.

Nanoseconds, baud, megaherz (mhz) and megabytes per second

(mb/s) replaced the vocabulary of seconds, minutes and hours. Time

remained the primary currency for defining progress in many sectors

of society.

As I noted, many in the emerging generation who are under thirty

appear to be in transition away from a time orientation. I am surprised

by the number of younger people in malls and parking lots who notice

I have a wrist watch and ask me the time. We have given our youngest

son three watches, none of which he has ever worn! From my historic

time orientation, I often wonder how he survives. Actually, he seems

freer of stress, though there have been moments when he wished he had

been more time-oriented. 

AGRICULTURAL ECONOMIES

Agricultural economies are not so concerned about seconds and minutes

or even hours. More important is “seasonal” time when crops are planted

and harvested and the timeliness of rain and sun. The days are not

divided into small increments but are seen as opportunities to do the

timely thing which could be planting, fixing a machine, helping a neigh-

bor, playing with your child, relaxing, welcoming a visitor or rebuilding

a strained relationship. Such activities do not fit into time frames. Each

event is as long or short as it needs to be. One cannot determine the

required time in advance. Time is elastic, dictated only by the natural

unfolding of the event. The quality of the event is the primary issue, not

the quantity of minutes or hours. One cannot schedule relationships in
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fifteen- or thirty-minute segments, not if they are to grow strong. A rela-

tionship should take the time it needs to mature and endure.

Since many economies of the Two-Thirds World are agricultural, they

often find strict time frames difficult, if not dysfunctional. One cannot

predict when friends will stop by. The unexpected friend popping in will

get priority over some scheduled appointment. The appointment will be

kept, but usually late, after the relationship is properly respected. Local

people understand, but those of us from a quantity-time culture must

adjust our expectations. It is not an issue of favoritism or respect. If they

were talking to you, they would miss an appointment with someone else

to sustain the quality time with you. 

In many Two-Thirds World countries, buses do not run on a predict-

able schedule for a variety of reasons. The bus driver may need an extra

half hour to load the produce someone is taking to market. The driver

may overload the bus causing it to break down. Sometimes, a child runs

ahead of the parent to tell the bus driver to wait for an adult who will be

along “soon.” The driver will wait knowing the next bus is a day or two

later. It is the way things happen. Get used to it. The sooner you adjust,

the better you will feel and the more fun you will have. 

TIME IN THE BIBLE

Doesn’t the Bible speak about redeeming the time and discerning the

time? Of course, but we read the Bible from our Western frame of refer-

ence—our time orientation. In the New Testament the two most com-

mon words for time are kairos and chronos. Chronos refers generally to

time segments, sequences and what we might think of as a specific time

or time period. In today’s culture, we might think of it as clock time or

calendar time. You might check Matthew 2:7, Acts 7:17, Hebrews 4:7

and 1 Peter 4:3 where chronos is used. In Western culture the notion of

time is usually chronos.

Kairos, used nearly twice as often in the New Testament, approxi-

mates the way many people in the Two-Thirds World perceive time.
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Time is understood not in terms of specific segments but more in terms

of opportunity, the right time, the appropriate time or the meaningful

time. Thus, kairos people value the moment, the event or the opportu-

nity and try to make it significant and memorable. They do have concern

for time frames and schedules but often not as a priority. The more mod-

ern versions of the Bible have picked up the distinction. For example,

“See then that ye walk circumspectly, not as fools, but as wise, redeeming

the time [kairos], because the days are evil” (Ephesians 5:15-16 KJV).

Compare this with, “Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise

but as wise, making the most of every opportunity [kairos], because the

days are evil” (Ephesians 5:15-16 NIV).

DEVELOPING BETTER ATTITUDES

Since patience and waiting are not my strengths, I have had to develop

a better attitude when living and traveling in cultures that structure their

lives around events and opportunity moments rather than linear time

frames. As in many potentially frustrating situations one can turn it into

an advantage. Here is what I have done.

Read. I usually carry reading material with me, including a small

Bible. I always feel better waiting if I can fill the time doing something.

Pray. Spending time in prayer is another good way to use the waiting

time. 

Observe. I think it was Yogi Berra who said, “It is amazing how much

you can see just by looking around.” Make a game out of it and mentally

note what you are observing. What differences and similarities do you

see compared to what you might see in your home culture? As you

observe, try to determine the meaning of what you are seeing. 

Listen. What are people talking about around you? What does it tell

you about their lives? Their culture? Their values?

Relate. Strike up a conversation with someone. Ask questions. Listen.

Seek information. What can you learn? People are eager to talk and are

a wealth of information.
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F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

We have looked at two ways in which cultures may view time. In this

chapter and several following, I will present several continuums on which

you can rate yourself. The time/event continuum has a scale of 1-10 rang-

ing from a strong preference for time to a strong preference for event.

While 1 or 2 shows a strong preference for time, 9 and 10 show a strong

preference for event. Keep in mind several things: rural/agricultural North

Americans will probably place themselves more toward an event orienta-

tion (say 5, 6 or 7) more than urban or suburban North Americans. Fac-

tory workers who punch a time clock may place themselves at 1, 2 or 3.

African Americans may lean toward event time as well, even though they

may work in a time-oriented jobthey may slide back and forth on the

continuum depending upon circumstances and environment. Much of

African and Latin American economies are agricultural, suggesting they

will prefer the event side of the continuum. There may be some people,

however, because of exposure to the West or because they have lived in a

time culture who will lean to the time side of the continuum. 

The cultural differences chapters that end with a continuum like the

one below are not intended to put everyone in an inflexible category. It

is intended to point out tendencies that will help us acquire more real-

istic expectations and adjust our behaviors to fit in more quickly. In

other words, this information will help us to enter another cultureto

become less square and more round. 

Note the time/event continuum below and then respond to each point.

Time       1       2       3       4      5      6       7      8       9       10       Event 

1. Place an X indicating where you fall on the time/event continuum.

Put a P indicating where you think your parents are.

Put a C indicating where you think your church falls on the contin-

uum.
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Use any further symbols that are meaningful to you: S for spouse; F

for friends, B for boss.

2. Use NC (new culture) to indicate where you think the people of the

new culture will be on the continuum. How much distance is there

between X (you) and NC?

You have marked where you perceive yourself and others to be on a

scale of 1-10, from time to event orientation. However, I want to empha-

size that everyone is, at some point, time oriented and at other points

event oriented. All of us actually move back and forth on the 1-10 scale.

So keep the following in mind not only for this chapter on time and

event but also through chapter eighteen.

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. Will your view of time conflict or agree with that of the new culture?

How difficult will it be for you to adjust?

2. Do you view your use of time with a right/wrong mentality? What dif-

ficulties could this cause you in your new culture?

3. What practical steps can you take to adjust to a different use of time?

4. How have your views about time been shaped by your family and

upbringing?
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Task and Relationship

As far as I was concerned, she and the cucumbers and the 

spring onions were all part of the scenery.

G L A D I S  D E P R E E

BOB, A BUILDER IN DETROIT, AND I HAD DRIVEN twelve hours to Jackson,

Mississippi to help Pastor Ron put siding on his house. Pastor Ron was

an associate pastor in a predominantly African American church in this

city. Ministering among low-income people, Pastor Ron and his wife

lived meagerly in a small run-down house. Bob and I offered to help Pas-

tor Ron put on new siding and some other touches that would make the

house more livable, especially since Ron had recently married.

Bob and I were on the ladders giving the measurements for the next

piece of siding while Ron was on the ground sawing them to size. Each

time someone walked by Ron’s house, he went out to the street to chat,

while Bob and I were left on the ladders with nothing to do. Sometimes

Ron’s little chats would last five to ten minutes. Bob’s earlier optimism

and good humor were now turning into a loud silence pierced by an

occasional snide remark.

Bob is task-oriented. He sets his sights on a goal and goes after it. This

quality made him a successful builder. But now he was “wasting” time

because Ron was always drifting off to talk. (Does this remind you of the

last chapter on time versus event?) Bob hadn’t driven twelve hours and

freely offered his skills to be left standing on a ladder. “Are we here to

work or talk?” he asked once, trying to get everyone back to the task. 

Frankly, I was feeling some frustration as well until I realized what

Task and Relationship
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was happening. I don’t always remember to follow my own advice, but

this time I did. I asked myself what was really going on in this situation

and what values were in conflict to cause my frustration. Pastor Ron

had been one of my students during his college years, and I remem-

bered him always socializing with others—even sometimes when he

was supposed to be listening in class! He was a highly relational and

engaging person. Everyone liked him. He was just being himself as his

neighbors passed by.

Furthermore, Pastor Ron wanted his neighbors to become followers

of Christ. Being fairly new in the community, he wanted to make every

connection he could and get to know the people. Building relation-

ships was an important value to Ron, and it served him well in his pas-

toral role. Watching Ron talking with yet another passerby, I felt a

sense of release, even joy as I realized he was doing exactly what I had

been teaching for so many years, “People are more important than

projects; relationships are a higher value than the task. Christ died for

people not buildings.”

Bob and I, on the other hand, had come down to accomplish as much

as possible to help Pastor Ron improve his house. Our expectations

focused on the task. Because the task was continually being interrupted

with Pastor Ron’s excursions to the street, our expectations were violated

thus causing the frustration. 

I mentioned to Bob what I thought was happening. Bob, a wonder-

fully relational person himself, also began to understand. He relaxed too,

and the two of us had some delightful conversations between ourselves

whenever Pastor Ron wandered away from his job to do more important

things with his neighbors. What started out as a disappointing effort to

help someone turned out to be a memorable learning experience.

THE GOOD GETS IN THE WAY OF THE BEST

Traveling through a village, Jesus and his disciples received an invitation

from a woman named Martha. 
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Martha opened her home to him. She had a sister called Mary, who sat at

the Lord’s feet listening to what he said. But Martha was distracted by all

the preparations that had to be made. She came to him and asked, “Lord,

don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell

her to help me!” 

“Martha, Martha,” the Lord answered, “you are worried and upset

about many things, but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what

is better, and it will not be taken away from her.” (Luke 10:38-42)

I sympathize with Martha. I like to have the place looking nice, the

food prepared and everything organized. It shows respect for the

guests. And if it is the Lord himself coming, don’t we want everything

to be just right? I have often wondered what was going on in Mary’s

head that she could ignore all the work required to entertain this many

guests. How could she be so insensitive as to do nothing to help out?

That, to me, seems disrespectful. But as we know, Martha was rebuked

for her choice, and Mary was congratulated for her choice. How are we

to understand this?

Martha made the same kind of decision that Bob and I made. We val-

ued the task more than the relationship. Ron did not make that mistake.

People came first. In the Mary and Martha story, Jesus tells us the same

thing. Everyday we make choices. Martha’s choice was not a bad one; it

simply was not the best choice in that situation. By choosing the good

rather than the best, she missed the mark. 

Our choices reveal what we value. The astute person realizes this and

attempts to assess situations according to the competing values and then

chooses the most important value. Many of us, including me, often do

what is easiest or most convenient. Given my natural inclination, I am

more like Martha. Thus, when I am in other cultures, I try to be sensitive

to the values of the host culture—what they consider most important.

My experiences suggest that most of the world values the relationship

more than getting a job done. Knowing that, I can adjust.

Two attorneys had worked together for thirteen years. Until they
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became aware of the different ways they viewed time and event, consid-

erable frustration characterized their relationship. When they became

aware of their differences, they were able to capitalize on them rather

than become victims of them. So when the time came for the annual

company picnic, which they were responsible for, each assumed respon-

sibilities fitting to their particular view of time. One got the task of

scheduling, ordering and arranging, while the other connected with

people, made sure everyone was happy and comfortable, and generally

was the goodwill person. The picnic was a success, whereas the previous

ones had been marked by the tension of misunderstanding and negative

thoughts and words. The morale of the entire firm was bolstered when

two people became aware of their different orientations to time and

made the appropriate adjustments.1

THE GOAL-DRIVEN PERSON

Some people spend much of their lives achieving goals and getting the

job done. They feel good when the job is over. Their identity as people

tends to be built around their ability to perform. Their best friends are

those who share the same pursuit of goals. These people may even sac-

rifice their physical and, at times, even mental health for the sake of goal

achievement. Many successful individuals also sacrifice relationships

with people closest to them. Thus, marriages break up and alienation

between parent and child are not uncommon—often because the task

took on greater importance than relationships.

The missionaries who went out after World War II were committed to

bringing the gospel of Jesus Christ to every tribe, tongue and people.

Mission was defined in terms of tasks to be accomplished: language

study, translation, evangelism, church planting, discipleship, medical

work, education and other ministries. While most of these require some

relationship with people, the emphasis was on getting the job done.

There was a temptation to value relationships only if they contributed to

reaching the goals, or so it seemed to people of later generations.
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Hard work defines this type of person. They will get the job done

even at considerable cost to themselves or to their families. They are

trustworthy, dedicated and sacrificial. My own father-in-law was among

the early martyrs for the cause of Christ in Southern Rhodesia (now Zim-

babwe). Because the gospel was for all people, he decided it must be pro-

claimed to villages in the most disease-ridden parts of the country. In less

than three years he died of malaria and typhoid fever complications. But

the seed had been sown in the hearts of these remote villagers where no

one else would go. 

When the task-driven person does sit back, relax and relate, one hears

the tales of their accomplishments or, more accurately, of God’s work.

Even in rest, their mind is on the work. Of course, there is always a down

side. In my own life, my grandfather, a good man, could not attend the

graduation of his oldest grandchild (me) and the first to graduate from

college in our extended family. The factory asked him to work that Sat-

urday, and the job came first. In terms of missionary history, many a

host-country person has commented, “The missionaries really got a lot

done, but we wish they would have spent more time with us.” 

THE RELATIONAL PERSON

My experience suggests that the majority of the world puts a higher pre-

mium on nurturing relationships—talking, relating, interacting, dis-

cussing and just being together. Goals and schedules are attended to

after a good conversation. Socializing lays the foundation for achieving

goals together. The goal is not forgotten, it just does not dictate priori-

ties. 

Throughout Latin America, Africa, much of Asia and parts of Western

and Eastern Europe, life seems to slow down for involvement with a

friend or new acquaintance. The pace stops so two people can connect

over coffee or a meal or just standing somewhere to chat. Time seems to

stand still for the satisfaction of nurturing the relationship a bit more. 

This value finds prominence in business. Latin American business-
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people will spend several hours or days in some instances in socializing

before moving to the business at hand. During the socializing, Latin

Americans will sense whether there is a connectedness that will produce

a good business bond. If not, there will be no contract. Similarly, Japa-

nese businesspeople will, during negotiations, close their eyes for a

moment (one might think they have dozed off). But they are “reading

their stomach”reading the nature of the relationship to determine

whether they should go ahead with the business deal. For the majority

of the world, it is relationships that determine whether or not there will

be a business deal. 

There is a downside to being relational just as for being task-oriented.

Relational cultures seem to make much fewer scientific and technologi-

cal advances. Being so relational seems to limit progress in many areas,

yet I notice a peace in their lives and an admirable ability to cope with

stress.

EAST MEETS WEST

An intriguing exchange between two world leaders illustrates these two

values. When Ronald Reagan went to China, he was asked what he

hoped to accomplish with the trip. He responded, “I’ll go as a salesman,

doing everything I can up to the point of putting a ‘Buy America’ sticker

on my bag.”2 When Deng Xiaoping, premier of China, was asked the

same question, he responded, “The presentation of views in a calm way

helps increase understanding. I hope to see an enhancement of the

friendship.”3 Reagan had his eyes on the task, while Deng planned to

build the relationship. 

Unless each was able to adjust a little, one can see where there could

be some serious miscommunication. In reality, most task-oriented peo-

ple can be relational, and the more highly relational person can get the

job done. Realize, however, that in a relational culture, the job rarely

moves along smoothly until a trusting relationship is established. With-

out trust little effort is made to achieve deadlines, stay within budget or
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even cooperate. The same holds true for sharing Christ. Without some

sincere effort at establishing a relationship first, your words are likely to

come across as a “clanging cymbal” (1 Corinthians 13:1).

WHAT DID JESUS DO?

Reading the four Gospel accounts, we see that the amount of time Jesus

spent with people is quite impressive: with individuals, with his disci-

ples, with the masses, in people’s homes, on the hillside, on the road, at

wells and in the towns. Everywhere he went, he invested heavily in peo-

ple’s lives. At times he needed to be alone. At other times he seemed pre-

occupied with the task. At age twelve, when Mary and Joseph were in

Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover, Jesus stayed behind in the temple.

His parents traveled a whole day toward home before they realized Jesus

was not with any of the relatives. Returning to Jerusalem, they found

him in the temple sitting with the teachers, listening and asking ques-

tions. When his parents found him they expressed their anxiety, to

which Jesus expressed his task focus, “I must be about my Father’s busi-

ness” (Luke 2:49 KJV). As Jesus neared the time of his death, his task

focus grew stronger: “As the time approached for him to be taken up to

heaven, Jesus resolutely set out for Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51). Yet Jesus

knew that completing the task was for the higher purpose of the Father

being able to have a personal relationship with people. Jesus related to

people and took time for that, yet he kept his task in focus.

I find it fascinating that task-oriented people tend to focus only on the

Great Commission found in Matthew 28:19-20:

Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the

name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching

them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with

you always, to the very end of the age.

Perhaps this focus should be supplemented with an equal emphasis on

the Great Commandment found numerous times, beginning with Matthew
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22:36-40. An expert in the law asks Jesus a straightforward question.

“Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”

Jesus replied: “ ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with

all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest com-

mandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All

the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.”

This commandment appears in some form in Leviticus 19:18 (cf.

Deuteronomy 6:5); Mark 12:28-31; Luke 10:27; John 13:34; 15:12;

Romans 13:9; Galatians 5:14; James 2:8; and 1 John 3:23. I list the texts

for several reasons: (1) Their frequent occurrence startled me. (2) The

powerful witness of loving God and our neighbor is that everyone will

know that we are Christ’s disciples (John 13:35). (3) Mission is at least

as much driven by love as by task. (4) I wonder if the current generation

of young people is more motivated by the Great Commandment than by

the Great Commission.

F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Respond to each point on the following task/relationship continuum.

Task 1       2       3       4      5      6       7      8       9       10 Relationship

Put an X indicating where you fall on the task versus relationship con-

tinuum.

Put a P indicating where you think your parents are.

Put a C for whether your church is more task or relationship in its

time orientation.

Use any further symbols that are meaningful to you: S for spouse; F

for friends, B for boss.

Use NC (new culture) to indicate where you think the people of the

new culture will be on the continuum. How much distance is there

between X (you) and NC? 



T a s k  a n d  R e l a t i o n s h i p 133

IMPORTANT PERSPECTIVE

Again, I want to emphasize how important it is to start where people are.

Let us assume you are entering a culture that values the relationship over

the task. This does not mean that the people of this culture do not value

the task or are incapable of getting the job done. That would be untrue

even though some people have built such stereotypes. If you start with

a strong task orientation and little concern for relationships, there is a

good chance that neither will happen. If, on the other hand, you begin

where they are, take time to build trusting relationships, the task will get

done. When the relationship values are satisfied, people willingly move

to task values and things get done. 

Remember the story of Bob, Ron and me at the beginning of the chap-

ter? We got the siding done as well as a number of interior projects. Rela-

tional values were satisfied and the task got done. More important,

everyone remained friends. All three of us continue to have positive

memories of that time together. The more we were able to understand

the values that were operating, the more we were able to control negative

emotions, suspend judgment and avoid a disaster. It was a wonderful

learning experience

A friend of mine says that the international businessperson must

carry two briefcases. One briefcase has a time/task orientation and the

other briefcase an event/relationship orientation. The question is, which

briefcase are you going to open first? The answer will depend upon the

kind of culture you are entering. Open the wrong one first, and there is

a good chance of failure in spite of a superior product. Open the cultur-

ally correct one first and, in due course, the way will be opened for the

second briefcase to be opened. As my friend said, “Building the relation-

ship before getting the job done is the first step to getting the job done.”4

At this point, some may think that I am being a bit harsh on the time-

and task-oriented people and too generous on those who give preference

to event and relationship. In reality, I am attempting to highlight the per-
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spectives and benefits of those who see things differently. If we can

understand how cultures outside the West think and function, we are

more likely to enter with positive expectations, fit in more easily and

open the culturally appropriate briefcase first. Western and Two-Thirds

World cultures have so much to offer that we must think in terms of

blending, learning from each other and synergizing our strengths. I

believe God created every culture to contribute to the orchestra and cho-

rus, which is intended to reveal his majesty. The grand variety of voices

and instruments is far superior to any that a single culture may produce. 

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. How much do you think you will need to adjust on the task/relation-

ship scale as you enter another culture? As you think of your present

relationships, do you have difficulties with people who are different

from you on this matter? How difficult will it be for you to adjust?

2. Do you think of the task/relationship in terms of right/wrong? What

difficulties could this cause you in your new culture?

3. What practical steps can you take to adjust to differences in task and

relationship?

4. How have your views been shaped by your family and upbringing?
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Individualism and Collectivism

If you want to travel fast . . . go alone. 

If you want to travel far . . . go together.

A F R I C A N  P R O V E R B

“INDIVIDUALISM LIES AT THE VERY CORE OF AMERICAN CULTURE,” wrote

Robert Bellah and his colleagues in their bestselling book Habits of the

Heart.1 Supporting his point further, Bellah cites the great political

and educational philosopher John Locke: “The individual is prior to

society”2—meaning the individual is to be valued above society. For

many outside the Western world this would be confusing if not

unthinkable.

Indeed, the individual reigns supreme. We see it in our proverbs:

“Pull yourself up by your bootstraps,” meaning you can do it on your

own, by individual effort. Consider the army motto, “Be all you can

be.” Or the popular Sinatra songs “I’ve Gotta Be Me” and “My Way.” Or

the popular phrase “Do your own thing.” These statements imply that

North Americans value doing it on their own. Even though they value

family and friends, they have a strong value for making their own deci-

sions independent of what others may think or choose. Of course, peo-

ple do not fulfill these values in absolute ways, but these are powerful

guiding principles. Individualism may be giving way to an emerging

value of community building due to the postmodern influence on

North Americans under thirty years of age. Individualism is still

present among them, just not so strong.

Individualism and Collectivism
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I AM WE

In much of the world, one does not think in individualist terms but more

as a member of a group, as part of the collective whole. Scholars call this

collectivism. Collectivistic people do not make important decisions on

their own; they consult family members often starting with a parent,

uncle or aunt. One cannot act independentlythat would show great

disrespect and be dangerous to the harmony of the group. Because each

person belongs to the community, the community values and traditions

must be lived out in each member. One acts in accordance with the

expectations of the group. One’s own desires are subordinated to those

of the group. One draws one’s identity from the community and fulfills

its expectations. 

A Japanese proverb illustrates this value of fitting in with the group:

“The nail that sticks up will get pounded down.” Similarly, an Ecuador-

ian proverb says, “The longest blade of grass is the first to be cut.” No

one is to act independently of the group or there will be pressure to

return to one’s place, to conform. Conformity to community norms is

expected and enforced. Whereas independence is an important value to

Americans and Westerners in general, interdependence is the way of

most societies of the world.

For example, in U.S. companies one often sees recognition for

“Employee of the Month,” honoring the individual. It boosts morale and

creates a stimulus for others to strive for the same honor. This is unlikely

to happen in a collectivistic society, because to honor one over the others

would deflate morale. After all, everyone had to contribute for any one

person to be successful. Thus, you cannot honor one person when there

were so many who were part of the support team and without whose

help the individual could not have succeeded. Thus, in collectivistic

societies, honor is given to all.

For ten years I trained Amoco employees for their overseas assign-

ments. My colleague Dudley Woodberry, who holds a Ph.D. in Islamic
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culture from Harvard University, helped these employees understand

Muslim culture. He tells of one way collectivism works within Islam.3

Many of the young Muslims have been trained in modern business and

the technology of oil exploration. These well-trained professionals will

still go to their fathers and grandfathers before making a business deci-

sion in spite of the fact that these elderly gentlemen know little or noth-

ing about the technology of the decision. It is a matter of respect to bring

the significant members of the community (extended family) into the

decision makingnot so they can affirm or question the decision but to

show respect and assure that everyone is in solidarity. The elderly mem-

bers, while not knowing the business or technological points, may raise

issues of how this decision will affect the family, the community or the

country. The younger professionals know the business, but the older

ones who communicate from their traditions guard the important values

and thus strengthen the bonds of the family and the community.

In Western societies we often speak of what we accomplished as

though no one else contributed. A few years ago, I was fishing on Lake

Michigan with a friend who had been doing this for years. Those on the

boat took turns grabbing the poles at the sign of a fish being on. Soon it

was my turn. The pole wiggled, I set the hook, and within thirty seconds

everyone knew this was a big one—I mean it really was a big salmon.

After about an hour I got it in the boat. I couldn’t wait to brag about this

one. We even got pictures to prove its size. 

After getting back on land we were talking with some other charter

boat captains, and I waited for my opportunity to blurt out, “You would

not believe the size of the fish I caught today.” My friend, the captain of

the boat I was on, interrupted at the beginning of my wonderful story,

which I was eager to embellish. He inserted a comment I will never for-

get: “Actually you didn’t catch the fish. We all did. Some one had to drive

the boat in such a way that the lines did not get tangled. Others pulled

in the remaining lines so you had a better chance of landing the fish.

Someone had to be skilled at netting the fish. Others helped with advice
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and encouragement. We all caught the fish.”

After I got over the feeling of deflation, I realized he was right. Every-

one participated. It was a collective effort, and thinking of it as an indi-

vidual effort was shortsighted and ungracious. 

SHARING CHRIST ACROSS CULTURES

When we tell someone in the West about our faith in Christ, we assume

the value of individualism is operatingwe believe this person can make

an independent decision apart from consulting family. However, when

sharing Christ among Asian people, I was constantly told that they could

not make a decision to follow Christ without asking a parent, uncle, aunt

or all three. These people ranged anywhere from eighteen to thirty years

in age! I thought it was an excuse not to make a decision. But in collec-

tivistic cultures, people do not make major decisions without talking it

over with the proper authority figures in their extended family.

As young people move to the city and to university, they also become

less attached to the family and move a little toward independence. If they

come to the West to study, they may become quite independent and make

major decisions without checking for the proper approval. When this

happens, there is a sense of sadness and loss among the family members. 

Do we now only share with groups? Do we stop sharing with individ-

uals? Of course not. You never know when the Holy Spirit has been

working in the heart of a person and all that is needed is someone to help

the person respond in faith to Christ. Younger people around the world

are not so committed to collectivistic values and find themselves making

up their own mind. Since you do not know, you take the opportunity

God gives you. But if someone says, “I cannot make this decision with-

out asking an elder,” you know that the person is adhering to cultural

traditions. 

But is that the end of it? Not necessarily. If you have the time, you

might say, “Great, can I go with you? I would enjoy meeting your rela-

tives. We can all talk together.” If this works out, I would be hesitant to
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ask the family members for permission so that the person you have wit-

nessed to can become a Christian. Almost certainly the answer will be

negative, and perhaps they will forbid the person to see you again. It

might be wiser to use the time to build trust with the extended family

members. A culture that is collectivistic will probably also be relational.

If you approach this in a task-orientation manner, it is unlikely that you

will be successful.

In collectivistic societies, there are often group conversionsa whole

village, having heard of Christ’s love for them, will confess their faith in

Christ as a collective unit. Usually this happens after months, sometimes

years, of witness. In the individualistic West this sounds very foreign,

even unbiblical. Yet, many of the conversions recorded in the book of

Acts were group conversions (Acts 10:2; 11:14; 16:15; 16:31; 18:8). In

a collectivistic society, the members talk about important issues. They

may talk over a long period of time but slowly discover the heavenly

Father moving them to give their lives to Jesus Christ as Lord. Mission-

aries have reported group conversionsa sign of a highly collectivistic

culture. God works in individualistic cultures and in collectivistic cul-

tures. Knowing the difference allows us to work more effectively.

MIXED MARRIAGES AND COLLECTIVISM

For a number of years I taught at a Christian liberal arts college. Several

of my undergraduate students were American-born Koreans. Inevitably,

a few fell in love with a person of different ethnicity and decided to get

married. A parent, usually the father of the Korean student, would

become very upset and bring pressure to bear on the son or daughter to

stop the relationship. He would threaten to boycott the wedding, never

to see her (usually it was a female), cut off her allowance and other priv-

ileges. Eventually the father would bring her childhood friends, hoping

peer pressure would change her mind. Uncles, aunts, grandparents and

anyone who might have influence would prevail on her to “come to her

senses.” 
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On one occasion the father came to the window of the house where

she lived and began shouting his disappointment loudly enough for all

to hear, pointing out her stubbornness and mistakes, and repeating

threats made in the past. This last-ditch effort to shame her into chang-

ing her mind failed. The girl had grown so strong in her independence

and individualism that the pressures of family and friends were not per-

suasive enough. The father, of course, was quite frustrated because these

tactics would normally have worked back in South Korea. In the United

States they proved fruitless.

Often the Korean American woman and the man of different ethnicity

would come to me to try to figure out what was happening and what

they could do. I would explain to them the differing cultural values of

individualism and collectivism. This gave them insight into themselves

and their parents and extended family who were still deeply rooted in

collectivism. We also talked about the shame that the parents may have

felt because their daughter was not marrying according to their expecta-

tions. (See chapter eighteen for more on shame.) In every situation I

know, the parents slowly began to accept the daughter’s decision, and by

the wedding, all had joyfully reconciled.

The more young people are marrying across ethnicities and national-

ities, the more everyone concerned must understand these values. Fur-

thermore, as the two young people marry, they will discover cultural

roots that have carried over from their homes. Failure to understand the

differences in their respective cultural heritages will cause stress and

conflict in the marriage that could be avoided or minimized with these

insights.

Feeling strong bonds and obligations to one’s family and peers often

conflicts with the more individualistic lifestyle of Westerners. Whether

in marriage, business, school, church, youth group or home, these val-

ues will surface, creating tension and, potentially, conflict. Worst-case

scenarios can be avoided if everyone understands that we are dealing

with cultural differences, not absolute rights and wrongs.
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F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Respond to each point on the following individualism/collectivism con-

tinuum. 

Individualism 1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10 Collectivism

1. Put an X indicating where you fall on the individualism versus col-

lectivism continuum.

2. Put a P indicating where you think your parents are.

3. Put a C for whether your church is more individualistic or collectiv-

istic in its time orientation.

4. Use any further symbols that are meaningful to you: S for spouse, F

for friends, B for boss.

5. Use NC (new culture) to indicate where you think the people of the

new culture will be on the continuum. How much distance is there

between X (you) and NC? 

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. How much do you think you will need to adjust on the individual-

ism/collectivism scale as you enter another culture? 

2. As you think of your present relationships, do you have difficulties

with people who are different from you on this matter? How difficult

will it be for you to adjust?

3. Do you think of individualism/collectivism in terms of right/wrong?

What difficulties could this cause you in your new culture?

4. What practical steps can you take to adjust to differences in task and

relationship?

5. How have your views been shaped by your family and upbringing?
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Categorical and Holistic Thinking

Human beings draw close to each other by their

  common nature, but habits and customs keep them apart.

C O N F U C I U S

WESTERNERS TEND TO VIEW LIFE AND ARRIVE AT DECISIONS differently than

many in the Two-Thirds World. Westerners tend to approach a decision

in a categorical way, while Two-Thirds World people are more holistic.

Knowing the difference will save us some confusion, while understand-

ing ourselves and others will reduce judgmentalism.

LIFE AS A TIMELINE: CATEGORICAL THINKING

Many who live in Western cultures see life as rather black and white.

They often think in a two-dimensional perspective such as we and they,

good and bad, moral and immoral, right and wrong, me and you, church

and state, or secular and sacred. Even the proverb “Do you see the glass

half full or half empty?” represents a two-dimensional or dichotomistic

way of seeing life. 

Specialization fits this view of reality. Everyone has a niche. When two

people meet each other, the first question after getting the name is, “So,

what do you do?” It sounds innocent enough, but often that information

allows us to place the person in a category. It is a way of organizing our

lives and placing the person in a category or box. We have places where

we put things and categories where we put people. If I can place you in

a category, I know where you fit into the scheme of things. From that I

derive a sense of order and security. I know how to relate to you. 

Categorical and Holistic Thinking
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When categorical or two-dimensional people are asked to draw

something that represents their life, they usually draw a timeline that has

ups and downs in it—peaks and valleys—resembling a graph. Usually

this line of ups and downs has a general upward direction indicating

things generally get better over time. The peaks, of course, represent sig-

nificant positive times and the valleys the difficult times. Most have a

horizontal line intersecting the time line to indicate the point at which

they became Christians. For non-Christians the horizontal line might

represent marriage or some significant point in their lives. They see

things in time segments, as positive and negative, good and bad, as rel-

atively unrelated incidents. Specific segments of life are analyzed and

remembered independently of other segments. In fact, we tend to sup-

press the valleys or low times.

LIFE IS A TAPESTRY: HOLISTIC THINKING

By contrast, many Two-Thirds World cultures tend to be more holistic

in their view of life. They see life not so much as a timeline but as a

tapestry where one sees threads and colors touching, overlapping and

reinforcing each other, forming a whole that has its own beauty and

integrity. The metaphor of a glass half full or half empty does not work

for holistic people. They prefer the metaphor of an onion that gets

peeled, layer upon layer. Life is unfolding; each layer is connected to

the former and must be understood in relation to the whole and,

indeed, part of the whole. 

Peeling off a part of life and examining it apart from the whole does

not make sense for the holistic person. For example, some years ago,

the Olympic committee invited South Africa to participate in the

Olympics. At that time, South Africa was under the apartheid sys-

temthe separation of races with a highly complex set of laws that

kept all people of color out of power and economically deprived. Most

other African nations rose up in protest saying they would withdraw

from the Olympics rather than participate with South Africa present.
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The mostly Western Olympic committee were confused and countered

that sports were sports and politics were politicsthey should be kept

separate and treated separatelya categorical perspective. However,

the majority of African nations saw it differently. “Sports is politics and

politics is sports”1 was their emphatic response. The two cannot be

separated. Life cannot be compartmentalized and treated as though the

pieces are unrelated. 

The war in Afghanistan provides a more recent example. President

George W. Bush said that the United States was attacking only Osama

bin Laden and the Al Qaeda terrorist network, not Muslims or Arabs in

general. Westerners understand this because we easily differentiate “me”

from “you.” But much of the world thinks more holisticallyas “us,” as

solidarity, as one. So it should not be surprising to see protests against

the United States or other symbols that show support of Osama bin

Laden. News reports tell of Muslims having studied in the United States

speaking of Osama bin Laden as their hero and of most of the babies

born in Muslim Northern Nigeria during this war being given the name

Osama. 

A Middle-Eastern proverb contributes to our understanding of how

Muslims think. 

Me against my brother;

My brother and I against our cousin; 

My brother, my cousin and I against the boy from the next village.2 

In other words, anyone outside the Muslim world who attacks a Muslim,

for whatever reason, could become the enemy of the Muslim world. Of

course, economics and politics always factor into these situations. But

the proverb expresses the spirit of holism: we stand as one if we have a

common enemy. 

Holism is manifest in other ways. A Western newspaper reporter

asked Mahatma Gandhi, “Mr. Gandhi, would you please tell us in one

short sentence what your message is?”3 This is a categorical question
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because it intends to reduce something very complex into its simplest

form or category so one can either accept or reject it. Mr. Gandhi gave a

very holistic response, “My life is my message.” In effect, he said, “I am

a whole being, and if you have watched my life you know my message.”

That strikes me as a challenge for the Christian. 

My own witness as a Westerner is quite categorical. I rely on words.

Witness is a verbal activity for many of us. Yet perhaps the majority of

the world looks at our lives as the primary witness. I wonder, do the peo-

ple watching us get the distinct sense that we are followers of Christ? 

I remember talking with a Christian from a Two-Thirds World coun-

try. I asked him what he thought of the Western couple who had arrived

about six months ago to minister in this person’s country. “Oh, it is too

early to tell how they will fit in. It is best to observe them in many situ-

ations: ministering in the church, connecting with their neighbors, relat-

ing to each other as a couple, raising their children and handling

problems and setbacks. Six months is too early to tell much.” I confess

to being shocked. I have the unhealthy habit of sizing people up and

drawing conclusions in far less time. This person refused to draw con-

clusions even after six months. I liked the wisdom this holistic person

demonstrated. 

Westerners tend to categorize time between work time and personal

time. They are rather clean categories for most of us. Drive or commute

time becomes the buffer between the two worlds. On the way to work

the commute time is when we set our personal life behind us. On the

commute home, we set the work world behind us and reenter personal/

family time. In much of the world the distinction between work and per-

sonal time is blurred. They seem to embrace both worlds as an inter-

twined whole. Work and personal time, like the threads of a tapestry,

cannot be seen in isolation. Their relationship often fuses.

The same happens in business meetings. Before the meeting there

may be a brief social time of small talk and getting acquainted. Western-

ers see this as social time—nonwork time. Many in the Two-Thirds
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World do not differentiate between social and work time. Small talk is

getting to know one another, sensing whether the “vibes” are good for

business. Business should be conducted with people you know and

trust. What better way to accomplish this than at social events when

people are relaxed? 

YOURS, MINE AND OURS

When my sons began using language, it seemed the most common word

uttered was mine. A sense of ownership starts early on—what belongs to

me versus what belongs to you. These categories permeate much of life:

titles, deeds, licenses, property lines, certificates, bills of sale and a host

of symbols that signal mine or not mine. 

In much of the world and more so in rural regions, this sense of mine

and yours does not exist so strongly. Things are freely shared or given

away. In fact, if you have more of something than you need, you look

around for someone who has need and share. People also feel free to ask

of the one who has more. Categorical lines of “yours” and “mine” are not

firmly drawn. This causes Westerners frustration.

For example, Westerners living in the Two-Thirds World often have

more material possessions than local people. Local people may ask for

favors, money or objects not being used, for example, items not being

used in the garage or kept in storage. Westerners, when giving to people

who ask, think of these as loans especially if the local person says, “May

I borrow . . .” But borrowing usually has a permanent quality about it.

Thus, when a loan does not get repaid or an object returned, disappoint-

ment and resentment may fester and disrupt the relationship. Western-

ers find such behavior very irresponsible.

The local person, however, has a different perspective on possessions.

Possessions, especially more than you can reasonably use, are meant for

sharing. If you see someone in need and you can help, it is immoral not

to share. The category of yours and mine is not nearly so strong as the

category of “ours.” Here is one way it plays out. Several times I would
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notice a younger child living not with their parents but with an uncle

and aunt. When I inquired, I would sometimes get an evasive answer,

which I will tell you about in a moment. But a few times I was told that

the parents were poor and could not afford school fees and other things.

So the parents would send the child off to a relative, and when the school

fees were paid, teeth fixed and some new clothes purchased, the child

would eventually be sent back to the parents. The uncle and aunt who

were economically better off understood exactly what was happening

and happily shared their resources. 

But sometimes when I asked they were evasive, because to tell me

the parents could not properly care for the children would cause the

parents shame. This was especially true if I happened to know the par-

ents. This “welfare system” worked wonderfully within the extended

family because they thought of their possessions as “ours” rather than

“yours” and “mine.” 

While it may seem unusual for Westerners to think in terms of

“ours,” it was not that unusual for people from the Middle East.

Remember the story of the good Samaritan recorded in Luke 10:25-

37? I want to focus on the three parties that had contact with the man

who fell among thieves. Each displayed a different philosophy of pos-

sessions: 

• The robbers: What is yours is mine if I can take it from you.

• A priest and Levite: What is mine is mine, and I have a right to keep it.

• The Samaritan: What is mine is yours if you have need of it.

I wonder which philosophy of possessions most closely matches

yours? With shame, I confess that more often mine is like that of the

priest and Levite. I earned my money by working hard, and I have a right

to spend it or share it as I please. At least, that runs through my mind

until I read this story and then I realize that everything I have belongs to

God and he has loaned it to me so that I may do with it as he pleases.

Categorical thinking such as “mine” and “yours” may not lead us to

“lov[ing] your neighbor as yourself” (Luke 10:27). 
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JIGSAW PUZZLES

I grew up putting puzzles together during the long winter nights. One

thing was predictable: whoever started the puzzle would separate all

the pieces with straight edges and then choose the corners. Starting

with the corners, we would then work on the outside pieces, the

frame. It was the most logical thing in the world. Surely everyone did

it that way.

A few years ago, I discovered that many non-Westerners began with

colors. Ignoring the straight edges, they would gather the pieces that

shared a common color and work from there. It made perfect sense to

them. They were as convinced of their way as I was of mine. Our minds

operated differently. Was one superior? What do you think? Do both

have advantages? Disadvantages? It seemed to me that my way of putting

the puzzle together was some reflection of my culture. Others who put

puzzles together differently were reflecting something in their cultural

heritage. Not right or wrong—just different.

F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Respond to each point in the following categorical/holistic continuum. 

Categorical  1 2 3 4 5   6  7  8  9   10  Holistic

1. Put an X indicating where you fall on the categorical versus holistic

continuum.

2. Put a P indicating where you think your parents are.

3. Put a C for whether your church is more categorical or holistic in its

time orientation.

4. Use any further symbols that are meaningful to you: S for spouse, F

for friends, B for boss.

5. Use NC (new culture) to indicate where you think the people of the
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new culture will be on the continuum. How much distance is there

between X (you) and NC? 

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. Does your culture have a clean separation of work life and personal

life? How does that work? How might it look if such categories were

blurred so that there wasn’t a strong distinction between work life

and personal life? 

2. How much do you think you will need to adjust on the categorical/

holistic scale as you enter another culture? 

3. As you think of your present relationships, do you have difficulties

with people who are different from you on this matter? Explain.

4. Do you think of categorical/holistic in terms of right/wrong? What

difficulties could this cause you in your new culture?

5. What practical steps can you take to adjust to the difference between

you and the people of the new culture?

6. How have your views been shaped by your family and upbringing?

Were your mother and father different on this scale? Discuss.
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Logic: Straight or Curved

You do not know a man until you have eaten

 forty pounds of salt with him.

R U S S I A N  P R O V E R B

THIS CHAPTER ATTEMPTS TO EXPLAIN how people from various cultures

reason differently. Thought patterns and ways of arriving at a decision

vary greatly around the world. How does the mind work in defining an

issue, solving a problem, making a point or coming to a conclusion? I

was schooled in linear thought where one works in a straight line to the

conclusion or decision. Linear logic was the format for my public speak-

ing and sermon preparation classes. It was efficient, direct and precise.

Everyone could follow the main points and would, therefore, arrive at

the same conclusion—assuming my preparation was good and there

were no weak links in this straight-line, chain-link logic. 

When living in other countries, I tried to interpret the thought patterns

of others through my linear frame of reference. It usually ended in confu-

sion because most did not use a linear form of reasoning. I concluded two

things: these people had not prepared well and they were very illogical.

Because someone did something that confused me or that did not fit my

frame of reference, I judged them negatively. (Remember negative attribu-

tion?) Once again I failed to see a cultural expression as different. I saw it

as wrong. If it is wrong I can feel free to judge it and try to correct it.

DANIEL’S PROBLEM

Daniel had been one of my students as an undergraduate and a graduate.

Logic: Straight or Curved
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He was Korean, though all his education had been in the United States.

When he was my teaching assistant for several years we formed a won-

derful bond. He later did a second graduate degree at Yale Divinity

School. Since I often taught for a week each year near Yale, Daniel and I

would meet a few times for some delicious Korean food. 

On one occasion he asked if I wanted to take a drive up to the bluff

overlooking the bay. Since I had come from the flatlands of Illinois, new

scenery seemed a great idea. As we drove slowly to the destination,

Daniel began to talk, vaguely and, from my perspective, without a clear

point. It started out with his church, moved on to his ministry with the

college group, what he was doing, who was attending and what was hap-

pening or not happening. 

About forty minutes later and at the top of the bluff overlooking Long

Island Sound, I got the first clue of what this was all about. Daniel said,

“Do you think it is appropriate for someone in a pastoral position to date

someone in the church?” In my get-to-the-point way I said, “Daniel, you

are the college pastor. Are you interested in dating someone in your col-

lege group?” My bluntness caused him to falter for a moment, but then

he agreed that was the issue. With that we both broke into laughter fol-

lowed by a lengthy conversation about this topic that was presently con-

suming him. 

Two metaphors come to mind to help the Western mind understand

Daniel. 

Onion. First, the metaphor of the onionDaniel peeled off the outer

layers one at a time, checking to see if I was listening, understanding and

properly responsive. At any point where he felt uncomfortable with my

response, he might safely stop, not having exposed the sensitive, core

concern. Little-by-little, the layers came off and eventually we got to the

middle of the onion—the heart of the issue. Daniel, so handsome and

possessing an exceptionally beautiful personality, gave most of his ener-

gies to ministry and schoolwork. Dating, while it happened, did not pre-

occupy his life. But now, he was feeling the need to think about marriage
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and the future. Thus, talking about dating, especially with a seriousness

that might lead to marriage, was very sensitive, requiring every caution.

Thus, he entered a more Korean mode as he talked with me.

Spiral. The second metaphor is one of a spiral1 moving inward

toward the center. Note in figure 17.1

that the spiral starts from the outside

and slowly winds its way around until

it comes to an end in the center.

Daniel started with the more distant

talk about his church, continued

toward the center of the spiral when

he evolved into talk about his college

group, then the people attending and

finally a girl. 

Daniel could be more direct, but when the concern was close to his

heart and so sensitive, he reverted to the Korean way of thinking about

it and explaining it. It was different from the logic I use, but it was

effective for him and, in reality, it seems to possess some distinct

advantages. First, he could test my interest and commitment as we

went along. Was our trust strong enough for him to show me his heart

on this tender matter? Second, by peeling the onion or slowly circling

toward the center of the spiral, he was providing me with valuable his-

tory and information, which I would need if I were to offer any help.

Third, Daniel, probably without realizing it, was telling me who he

was. When it came to matters of the heart, he was deeply Korean in

how he would handle it. For the years he was my student, he would

accommodate to me, to my Western ways. Now that we were both pro-

fessionals and I was on his turf, he would invite me into his world the

way he lived it. It was my turn to accommodate. I needed to experience

that. Too quickly I can believe that I am the norm and expect others to

adjust to my ways.

Our friendship grew stronger that day. Later, Daniel spent a year in

Figure 17.1
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South Korea, where he found a lovely young lady. He brought her back

to the States and introduced me to her. I was honored to coofficiate with

a Korean pastor at their wedding. 

EASTERN AND WESTERN LOGIC

Miscommunication often happens because people from different tradi-

tions think in different cultural patterns. The sequential, linear logic of

the West, sometimes likened to the links of a chain because of its con-

nectedness, allows for more direct communication. Thus, Westerners

get to the point and want you to give it to them straight without beating

around the bush. The spiral logic, often used by Asians, allows for more

indirect communication, important for protecting people’s face and not

causing shame. 

Okabe offers this comparison:

American logic and rhetoric value “step-by-step, “chain-like” organiza-

tion, as frequently observed in the “problem-solution” pattern or in the

“cause-to-effect” or “effect-to-cause” pattern of organization. . . . By con-

trast, Japanese logic and rhetoric emphasize the importance of a “dotted,”

“point-like” method of structuring a discourse. No sense of rigidity . . . is

required in the Japanese-speaking society, where there is instead a sense

of leisurely throwing a ball back and forth and carefully observing each

other’s response.2

It is possible to understand the words the other person is speaking

and still not understand the message. The indirect and often imprecise

language used in Asia tends to confuse Westerners who prefer clear,

defined steps to the point, the conclusion or the solution. The directness

of Westerners, often perceived as aggressiveness, may be offensive and

even humiliating to the Asian. The confusion from such misunderstand-

ing often leads each party to think suspiciously about the other. Thus,

business contracts, learning and relationships are hindered, even dis-

rupted. 
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Gudykunst and Young Yun Kim give the following account of how

styles of logic can affect business. They discuss the topic within the cat-

egory of worldview.

Consider, for example, a business delegation from North America meet-

ing with strangers from the East to decide whether or not their two com-

panies should work together on a joint venture. Based only on their

differing world views, it might be expected that misunderstandings will

occur. The North Americans would analyze all of the “facts” and would

develop a direct argument as to whether or not the two companies should

do business together. The strangers, in contrast, would base their decision

on a synthesis of all the data and on their intuition as to whether or not

the idea is a good one and, in addition, would discuss the issues in an in-

direct rather than a direct method. Obviously, if one of the groups does

not understand the other’s world view and adapt their communication ac-

cordingly, misunderstanding is going to occur.3

Lustig and Koester quote Ishii’s comment on the matter:

The rules for language use in Japan demand that the speaker not tell the

listener the specific point being conveyed; to do so is considered rude and

inappropriate. Rather, the Japanese delicately circle a topic in order to im-

ply its domain. The U.S. English concepts of thesis statements and para-

graph topic sentences have no real equivalent in Japanese.

Imagine the consequences of an intercultural interaction between a

Japanese and a U.S. American. What might happen if one of them is able

to speak in the other’s language and is sufficiently skilled to convey mean-

ing linguistically but is not adept at the logic of the language? The Japa-

nese person is likely to think that the U.S. American is rude and

aggressive. Conversely, the U.S. American is likely to think that the Japa-

nese is confusing and imprecise. Both people in this intercultural interac-

tion are likely to feel dissatisfied, confused and uncomfortable.4 

Incidentally, one of the reasons Western teachers have difficulty

understanding the papers written by students from the Two-Thirds
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World is that the students often use a different logic in writing, especially

if they are new to Western education. They tend not to start with a thesis

statement, do not highlight main points and offer unclear supporting

subpoints which do not lead to a firm conclusion. They are understand-

ably confused when their paper gets a low mark accompanied by com-

ments such as “Couldn’t follow your reasoning,” “Clarify your point” or

“ambiguous conclusion.”

One can also see the implications for sharing one’s faith. Many West-

erners are taught to share their faith in Christ in a Western linear logic

that does not fit comfortably into the minds and hearts of people who

use different logic. Also, as I said earlier, our witness is one of words

whereas much of the world places emphasis on relationship before the

words become important. 

AFRICAN THOUGHT PATTERNS

My experience in sub-Saharan Africa reveals yet a different kind of logic

with some similarities to Asia. I have heard hundreds of sermons and

speeches of various sorts while living and traveling on that continent. I

confess to a wide variety of responses but most not favorable, until I dis-

covered the logic behind the words. Since I was critiquing everything

through Western lenses, I judged most sermons inferior (more negative

attribution) because they did not follow the linear logic of my homiletics

and public speaking classes. In fact, I taught both subjects to my stu-

dents in South Africa thinking that by straightening them out we might

see some “good” pulpit ministry in the future.

After I had done a couple years of damage, I began to decipher the

logic of my African brothers and sisters. The metaphor I use to describe

their kind of logic is that of a flower—a daisy in particular. One thinks

of the many petals surrounding and being attached to the center (see fig-

ure 17.2). Let me explain.

In Africa many speakers would begin with a point, which I would
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represent as the center of the flower. The point would be the topic or

issue that the speaker was going to address. Then, the speaker would use

a Bible verse or illustration and, as it were, expand out into one of the

petals. Then the speaker would return to the point or topic again. Then

the speaker would go off in another

direction, into another petal and

return again to repeat, now for the

second time, the main point or topic.

Off the speaker would go into yet

another petal soon to reiterate the

point once again. By now the Western

listener is thinking about how circular

the reasoning is (not a positive thing

in the West) and how repetitious this

was getting. Such thoughts usually precede frustration and tuning out.

Yet there is something amazingly effective about this speaking style.

It took me a long time to appreciate it, but once I did, I benefited more

from this circular, flower petal style than from many of the linear ser-

mons. For this reason, I much enjoy watching some of the African-

American preachers on TV or visiting an African-American church. 

A SERMON NOT FORGOTTEN

When I was teaching cross-cultural communications in the Detroit area,

we would usually send our participants, all predeparture missionary

appointees and usually an all-Caucasian group, to Greater Grace Temple

for Sunday worship. Greater Grace was a mostly African American con-

gregation where our group was always warmly received and given

unconditional acceptance. On Mondays we would debrief their experi-

ence at Greater Grace. One time a person blurted out that it was a waste

of time after the first five minutes. He went on to explain that the pastor

simply repeated the same point again and again and again—maybe

seven to eight times during the forty-minute sermon. I asked him what

Figure 17.2



L o g i c :  S t r a i g h t  o r  C u r v e d 157

the point was. He noted that it was two Scripture verses: “Surely I am

with you always” (Matthew 28:20) and “Never will I leave you; / never

will I forsake you” (Hebrews 13:5). And then he noted again with frus-

tration in his voice, “I got that point in the first five minutes. He could

have moved on, but he just kept going over it.” 

Nearly five years later this person came back from his assignment

overseas and attended one of our furlough programs. Upon seeing me

he came charging toward me with a force that bordered on frightening.

He demanded, “Do you remember me? I was here almost five years ago.”

I acknowledged that I did indeed remember. “Do you remember my

reaction to Greater Grace Temple?” I said that I did. Then he made a

most remarkable comment, “I don’t think I have gone more than two to

three days during my entire time overseas without thinking about that

sermon. I am convinced I would not have lasted if I had not heard it. It

was the greatest sermon I have ever heard and certainly the only one that

I remember in this way. Don’t ever stop sending people to Greater

Grace.”

The pastor’s topic and preaching style—so repetitive, frustrating and

seemingly a waste of time for this young missionary—turned out to be

the enduring truth that stabilized him for four years in another culture.

HISPANIC THOUGHT PATTERNS

Samovar and Porter summarize the differences between the Western

style of negotiating and debate with that of Mexicans and, in a more gen-

eral way, to Latinos.

The American is persuaded by expert opinion and supporting hard evi-

dence and uses such in presenting a position in negotiations. Mexicans,

however, are less likely to be equally impressed. They generally prefer a

deductive approach as opposed to the American inclination toward the in-

ductive. Like other Latin Americans and other nationalities as well . . . the

emphasis is placed on starting with the most general aspects by defining

issues, categorizing them, and deciding on the main principle. Once this
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is done, then logic follows along to the conclusion with less attention to

supporting evidence. Or new evidence may be interpreted in the light of

the main principle already determined. 

This contrast in approach is sometimes found in UN debate. Americans

become irritated with the time taken in argument over which principle

applies, to which UN committee an issue falls, or the exact wording of a

title to be assigned to a new issue. The Americans want to concentrate on

the facts available, to look for cause and effect, and to get on to problem-

solving.

Tentatively, Mexican reasoning may also be more complex because it

incorporates some of the Spanish tradition of placing more emphasis on

contemplation and intuition. . . . Emotion, drama, and feeling play a larg-

er part as contrasted to American considerations of efficiency, scientific

method, and practical application of the colder logic and reasoning of the

French.5 

WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?

1. People use different types of logic in different parts of the world. We

must resist thinking of it as illogical or confusing and try to see how

the mind works differently.

2. No form of reasoning is better or worse than another. We might pre-

fer one style but others prefer another. It is to our advantage to learn

several styles to be effective in this global village.

3. Listen and analyze the structure behind the words. It has been help-

ful for me to try to diagram a conversation, sermon or speech—not

in my linear way but in the way that seemed to reflect the speaker’s

mind.

4. Just as there are variations on how people use linear logic in the

United States, so there will be variations in other cultures. I hope the

pointers in this chapter will give you an ability to suspend judgment

until you can understand the local situation.
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D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. Have you ever experienced a logic different from what you are accus-

tomed to? Explain, as best you can, what it was like. How did you feel

during the experience?

2. Describe how you tend to handle situations that confuse you.

3. What can you do to prepare yourself for encountering different rea-

soning styles? For example, are there people you can connect with

who represent a different culture? Perhaps you could read them parts

of this chapter and ask them how they respond.

4. Do the writers of Scripture employ different kinds of logic or reason-

ing? Do the writings of Paul have a different style than John’s, for

example? What style seems more prominent in the Old Testament? 



18
Achieved Status and Ascribed Status

Life requires a series of adaptations.

G U D Y K U N S T  A N D  K I M

THIS CHAPTER CONTINUES TO EXPLAIN some of the differences that confuse

or frustrate those who transition cultures. In the United States we think

of status1 as something anyone can achieve through diligence and hard

work. In many parts of the world, one’s status has nothing to do with

hard work but with birth order, parentage and even gender. For exam-

ple, in recent years, and especially with the Afghanistan war, the world

has seen how differently women are treated in various parts of the world.

For many women in other cultures, status is ascribed at birth, and it will

not change outside of some intervention that disrupts the status quo.

The caste system is another example. While officially outlawed in India,

it maintains a functional grip on the masses. People of low caste (status)

find themselves locked into that position while those of high caste pro-

tect their high status. How are we to understand this, and how is the

Christian to respond to it?

North Americans support equality, having anchored the concept in

the U.S. Declaration of Independence. One sees it in employment ads—

“an equal opportunity employer”—a more diverse workforce, the

growth of sensitivity training seminars and a multitude of efforts to treat

people more equally. This appreciation of equality also means that peo-

ple can move from rags to riches. Anyone can be president of a corpora-

tion or a company or, presumably, of the nation. A person of low status

can achieve lofty goals and great accomplishments. For example, Jimmy

Achieved Status and Ascribed Status
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Carter was a peanut farmer before eventually becoming governor of

Georgia and then president of the United States. He did not become the

leader of the country because he was part of a monarchy or

bloodlineascribed status—but because he worked hard to get to the

topachieved status. 

One U.S. employer was sending company shirts to all his Mexican

employees in Mexico. Word came back that the plant manager in Mex-

ico would not accept a shirt that matched the ones received by the

other employees. A person of higher status deserved something dis-

tinctive, befitting his status. The U.S. employer, wanting to accommo-

date but still maintain some sense of equality, sent the plant manager

a different kind of shirt but one costing the same as the others. A cre-

ative solution. 

GREETINGS

The American teenager greets the grandparent with a simple “Hi, how ya

doin’?” In much of Asia, the teenager will bow deeply when greeting an

elder and will not speak until spoken to first. The older the person the

more deeply the younger person will bow to show proper respect for the

person of age. The teenager uses a special set of terms that convey honor

and respect to the elder person. One uses different language for greeting

a senior person than for greeting one’s peers. The same holds true in con-

versation. The person’s ascribed status, in this case younger person and

older person, dictates language and behaviors. 

BUSINESS CARDS

In status-ascribed cultures, people are treated differently depending

upon their status. Status is determined by age, by rank in a company, by

education, family of origin, title (doctor, surgeon, professor), possibly

wealth and, as noted above, even by the caste one is born into, as in

India. One’s respect comes not so much from what you have done but

who you are. Thus, business cards may be exchanged early in the meet-
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ing of two businesspeople so that those from the status-ascribed culture

know how to treat those they are meeting. Western businesspeople often

miss the point of exchanging business cards. To receive a business card

from another requires a careful read to determine the status of the person

followed by signs of respect fitting to the status of the other person. Then

the card should be placed in front of you not only to remind you of the

status of the other person but as a sign of respect. To glance at another’s

business card and casually put it in a pocket or wallet would send the

wrong signals. 

STATUS AND PROTOCOL

People who are considered middle management would not receive the

degree of honor that a president or senior vice president might receive.

Thus, before doing business with someone in a formal way, one should

know the appropriate symbols of respect to be shown for people at var-

ious status levels. 

U.S. companies often err on this point in their global business inter-

actions. The U.S. company may send lower level, more functional staff

to one of their customers or joint-venture partners in another country.

They are sent because they are best equipped to discuss the product,

technology or financials. But the level of the people sent from the United

States is often lower in status than the level of the group sent by the over-

seas customer or joint-venture partner. The overseas person feels deval-

ued because it is rude and inconsiderate of the other party to require

someone to do business with someone of lower status. Thus, negotia-

tions often begin on a sour note usually without the Westerners realizing

what has happened. One can argue against status or thinking in status

terms, but the fact remains that is the way it is and it is unlikely to change

anytime soon. 

A similar situation occurred recently when U.S. Christian groups

were sending late highschoolers and collegians into Eastern Europe to

do training for adults and, in some cases, university professors. For peo-
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ple of lower status to be sent to train people of higher status is an affront

to their dignity. It did not work out well until changes were made. For

this reason, when I did my conferences with several university faculties

in Russia, Ukraine and other former Soviet Union countries, I always

took Christians who were full professors from major North American

universities. 

An interesting note on these conferences came in the use of titles. I

was never called Dr. Elmer but always Professor Elmer. I found this curi-

ous because in the United States, the title “doctor” is considered the

highest honor. However, in Eastern Europe, to be called “professor” is

the highest honor. Thus, by being paid the highest honor, I was on equal

footing with (or of higher status than) others at the conference. This gave

my colleagues and me credibility as we spoke.

Christians need to keep the status issue in mind as they conduct their

affairs regardless of their vocation. To ignore it is to discredit yourself

and jeopardize your purpose in being there. At the same time, one must

think about not showing partiality, a matter we will take up later.

In education, the student or recent graduate would be treated very

differently than the doctorate holder who teaches at a major university.

I have taught at the university level most of my life. One student whose

parents came to the United States from South Korea had been my stu-

dent and teacher’s assistant for much of his undergraduate and graduate

programs. While I see Daniel (who I discussed in the last chapter) as a

friend, he has never been able to address me by my first name even

though he is now thirty-four years old and well into his doctoral pro-

gram. I once asked him why, in spite of my repeated efforts, he could not

relate to me on a first name basis. His answer was crisp: “Because in my

culture to call someone of your status by their first name would be very

disrespectful and I could never do that.” That helped me understand.

Forcing him to change would be asking him to betray his culture. 

Shortly after New Year’s day, about four years ago, Daniel walked into

my office. I was going to hug him (not appropriate in some cultures)
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after not seeing him for over a year, but he said, “Wait.” He then pro-

ceeded to drop to his knees and bow deeply before me. I was stunned

and a little chagrined, not knowing what to make of this display. Daniel

immediately explained that around this time every year, younger Kore-

ans would bow to those they most deeply respected. While it was usually

reserved for parents, it was appropriate to do it to others. I was deeply

honored. 

Knowing that often when honor is given, there are ways that honor

should be returned. Not knowing the custom, but wanting to respect the

tradition, I said to Daniel, “Thank you for that wonderful expression of

honor given to me. Is there something I should do in return that would

respect this cultural tradition?” In a rather unusual display of frankness,

Daniel said, “Yes, you should give me money.” Both his bluntness and

statement caught me off guard, and I began to laugh and he quickly

joined me. Then Daniel explained that it was usually the parents or an

uncle who would send a cash gift with the child as he was departing the

home to return to job or school. Daniel paid me the same honor as he

did his parents because he saw me somewhat as his parent away from

home as well as his professor—both positions of high status.

EMBARRASSING QUESTIONS

If you do not have a high position and your status is unknown, you

might get questions that relate to your family, your father’s vocation or

even something about the financial status of your family. In this way, a

status-conscious person gets some idea of how to treat you. Most West-

erners feel embarrassed at such questions and offended that people are

treated differently according to status rather than treating everyone

with equal respect. After all, everyone is a human being, worthy of dig-

nity and possessing value. Handling such situations calls for wisdom

so one neither violates the scriptural teaching that all people have

equal value in the eyes of God nor violates culture in unnecessary

ways.
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CASE STUDY

A few years ago I was the featured speaker at a Christian conference in a

status-conscious country. After my first address, an interpreter ushered

me to the door so I could greet the people as they left the room. As the

people paraded by, the interpreter quietly gave me the pedigree of every-

one he knew. These tidbits of information clued me on how deeply to

bow, how many times and the kinds of honorific terms to use. “President

of a big company,” whispered the interpreter, “student,” “professor at

prominent university,” “wealthy businessman,” “pastor,” “respected

grandfather” and so the labeling went. When the interpreter said noth-

ing, I took that to mean that the person was of low status and would not

need the same degree of respect as others of higher status. 

This posed a moral dilemma for me. How could I knowingly treat

people so differently on this matter of respect when I was taught to

respect everyone equally? Some people would take a strong stance and

proclaim that they treat all people alike, so they do not need any infor-

mation about status. Thus, the president and the pupil would be given

the same honor. Some Bible texts suggest that this would be the right

way to view people and to treat them.2 Yet other texts seem to call for

greater honor to some, such as parents (Exodus 20:12; repeated numer-

ous times throughout Scripture), the aged (Leviticus 19:32: “Rise in the

aged, show respect for the elderly”) and the humble (Proverbs 22:4),

while others are not to receive honor (the fool of Proverbs 26:1). I was

also keenly aware of my guest status in their culture. If I trampled their

values, I would be disrespectful. Furthermore, I would be seen as an

arrogant American trying to tell the world how to conduct their lives. I

found myself between a rock and a hard place: trying to uphold biblical

values while not being seen as arrogant and paternalistic. So what was I

to do?

Here is what I did, though I cannot say it is the right response for

everyone. Having traveled and observed Asian cultures, I had some
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sense of how to give different degrees of honor. But my preference and

conviction was to treat them with equal respect. In fact, if I err in giving

honor, I err on giving more to those who receive little from their society.

Jesus’ treatment of the poor and marginalized seemed to support this.

Even though I bowed more deeply to some than others, I tried to give

each the respect and honor each deserved as human beings (1 Peter

2:17). Thus, those of high status got what they were expecting, and

those of lower status got more than what they were expecting (perhaps

Paul’s idea in 1 Corinthians 12:23 and Romans 12:10). My attempt was

to treat everyone with respect but in ways that did not crudely tear at the

fabric of the culture. 

My approach was modeled after that of Don Douglas, who told me a

similar story many years ago. While living overseas he was invited to a

large social event. Being a foreigner, he was given the status of a digni-

tary. The high-status people milled around the center of the room with

their drinks and finger food while those of low status squatted at the

perimeter of the room. None of the dignitaries would even acknowledge

any of the squatters. Don’s discomfort with this pushed him to ponder

how he might build trust with the low-status people while not breaking

trust with the high-status people. He refused to ignore the squatters as

though they were invisible or unworthy. Yet to give them undue atten-

tion would certainly alienate him from those who invited him and whose

relationship he wished to maintain. Several times during the evening he

would slip away from the crowd to greet one or two of the squatters that

he knew. After acknowledging them, which they appreciated immensely,

he would slip back into the crowd. Later he would repeat this excursion

into the squatter world. The plan was not complicated, but it did take

intentional thought and in so doing, he managed to honor his values and

theirs. He also maintained trust with both groups.

LOSS OF STATUS

In one of my overseas stints, I was the president of a Bible school. Work-
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ing late on a Friday, I noticed the grass had not been cut. The church

used our buildings on Sunday, and I was feeling a bit ashamed to have

them come to a ragged-looking place. Everyone else had gone home, so

I got out the lawn mower and cut the grass myself in my shirt and tie.

The school was located on the border between a largely Indian commu-

nity and another that was mostly mulatto or colored (mixed race). Being

late in the afternoon, hundreds of people saw me laboring away. I must

confess, I felt rather positive about the fact that I was modeling out

humility before all these observing people. Surely my esteem would go

up as this example of someone who did not consider himself above the

menial. 

The following Monday morning the students came to me confessing

that they had forgotten their job and wondering how the grass got cut. I

proudly announced that I did it, hoping that they too, would see my

humility. Noticing the glances of consternation they exchanged among

themselves, I asked if anything was wrong. One of the senior students

politely and gingerly announced that I had lost status before the entire

community. “How can that be?” I fired back. “They saw you cutting the

grass and believed that you had lost all authority in the school. You were

not able to get any students to do it or any of your faculty or even your

secretary.” Furthermore, the school also lost credibility (remember collec-

tivism?), because who can respect a place where everything is in chaos?

After the shock wore off, I resolved to restore my status in the community

and that of the school. For the next several months, I stood outside look-

ing regal and authoritative while the students did their work. 

In a different incident, a man was carrying a propane tank from the

store to his house. The fact that he did not get his servant, spouse or

older child to do it communicated to those around he had lost his

authority in the house and could get no one else to do even the small

things. From that point on the local merchants negotiated with the wife,

who obviously had the status and power in the house. The husband had

lost status.
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MAKING A STATEMENT

I have tried to honor women in cultures where they possess little or no

status, often being treated as low status servants of the males. By asking

them about their children, extending courtesies, praising them for the

wonderful meal they have prepared, thanking them for the gracious hos-

pitality and warmth of their home, I hope to say to all watching, “They

are people made in the image of God and worthy of respect and honor as

much as anyone else.” Does the message always get through? I am not

sure, but that is not entirely my concern. My concern is to make some

kind of statement that disturbs the status quo but without coming across

as the ugly American who thinks his way is superior to every other way. 

Keep in mind that if you insist on imposing your cultural values and

even your biblical values on the rest of the world in way that others per-

ceive as crude or harsh, you will not get a hearing for the gospel. As I

noted earlier, the message of the cross is offensive, but that does not give

us the right to be offensive! Respect among people is an important value

to me. Furthermore, I believe it to be a biblical value based on the fact

that God has endowed every human being with dignity, loves everyone,

does not show partiality and exhorts us not to do so either. Attempting

to live out that truth may mean expressing it differently depending on

the culture we are in. One size (one way) may not fit all.

I do not believe I have the right to wantonly ignore the values that

have been practiced for hundreds if not thousands of yearsthat would

be rude, disrespectful and constitute a lose-lose situation. Rather, find a

way, if possible, where you can uphold the cultural values while bringing

your own biblical values to bear on the situation in a sensitive way—a

win-win situation. Keep in mind that if you associate with the poor and

oppressed, you are making a public statement that you, a high-status

person, are identifying with low-status people. I wonder, is this what

Jesus was doing when he identified himself with sinful humanity? with

the outcasts? with women?
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F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Respond to each point in the following ascribed status/achieved status

continuum. 

Achieved status Ascribed status

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Put an X indicating where you fall on the status achieved versus sta-

tus ascribed continuum.

2. Put a P indicating where you think your parents are.

3. Put a C for whether your church is more status achieved or status

ascribed in its orientation.

4. Use any further symbols that are meaningful to you: S for spouse; F

for friends, B for boss.

5. Use NC (new culture) to indicate where you think the people of the

new culture will be on the continuum. How much distance is there

between X (you) and NC? 

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. Did you agree with the author on how he handled the moral dilem-

mas? Would you do anything differently?

2. Do you think of achieved status and ascribed status in terms of right/

wrong? What difficulties could this cause you in your new culture if

this is practiced?

3. Read James 2:1-13. How does this influence your thinking about sta-

tus? 
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4. Read Matthew 20:25-28 (note context) and Matthew 23:1-12. What

insights from these passages help us think about our own conduct in

relationships? 

5. If you differ with the new culture on status, how should you deal with

it so that you stay true to Scripture and still show proper respect to the

people? How do you determine your rights to try to change things in a

new culture? Or, do we have any right to try to change things? Does

Jesus’ life provide any guidelines?
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Guilt and Shame

Effective interaction means giving of yourself—trying to 

see the world of others and respect their life ways. It 

means not forcing your ways on them. Yet, at the same 

time, it means being true to yourself and your ways. To 

be really effective, interaction must be a two-way street 

or, of course, it is not interaction at all. That is, all 

interacting individuals should be doing so from a basis of 

awareness, understanding, and knowledge.

C L A R E N C E  C .  C H A F F E E

MOST NORTH AMERICANS ARE FAMILIAR WITH GUILT. Often we associate it

with our conscience telling us we have done something wrong. Many

cultures think more in terms of shame. While the lines between guilt and

shame are not easily or strictly drawn, it might be helpful to make some

distinctions to sensitize us and help us adjust our behaviors. Because we

can inadvertently injure a relationship, this chapter will alert us to a dan-

ger many overlook.

GUILT AND SHAME CULTURES

In my attempt to clarify and simplify, I run a danger of becoming sim-

plistic and losing accuracy. Guilt and shame are two of the more difficult

concepts to explain without getting mired in unnecessary detail. Many

experts, though not all, find it helpful to think of societies as either guilt

based or shame based. I am going to share their insights, blend them

with my own and hopefully help us use this important information for

Guilt and Shame
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building and sustaining strong relationships with people who are differ-

ent from us.

John Condon and Fathi Yousef state that in shame cultures “pres-

sures to conform to the norms of the society are explicit and exerted

from without, while in guilt cultures, there is an internalized sense of

‘wrong’ so that one who feels guilty punishes himself.”1 Similarly, David

Augsburger says:

In a culture shaped predominantly by shame controls, the expectations,

sanctions, and restraints of the significant others in a person’s world be-

come the agents of behavior control. The shame incorporates the basic

anxiety and shapes the guilt through the promises of acceptance or threats

of rejection. . . .

In a culture controlled predominantly by guilt, controls are expected to

be internal, within the conscience. The guilt is focused on the violation of

specific prescribed behavior and the anxiety and shame tend to be re-

pressed or denied and the energies redirected.2

Augsburger quotes Pitamber in supplying an example: “In a shame-

culture, approval of ‘parents’ is more important than the actual perfor-

mance of a deed.”3 There is a curious side to this: 

Shame is not aroused in a person if he [she] feels that his [her] acts have

been approved by those considered significant. When a person performs

any act in the interest of the community, he [she] is not concerned about

the wrongness or rightness of the acts, but only with the approval of the

self. . . . If a shame-prone person commits violence which is considered

valid (in the community of significant people) then such a person has no

reason to feel shame.4

By way of summary, it is important to note that shame and guilt

are complex concepts. It appears that some societies are more domi-

nated by shame where external forces such as people and circum-

stances exert more influence on one’s thinking, believing and

behaving. Other cultures are more dominated by guilt where internal



G u i l t  a n d  S h a m e 173

forces exert a more dominant influence on one’s thinking, believing

and behaving. Both shame and guilt are present in every society,

according to the experts, but it is a matter of knowing which tends

to be emphasized. 

GUILT

Generally speaking, Westernindividualisticsocieties are more

guilt based while Two-Thirds Worldcollectivisticsocieties tend to

be more shame based. In a guilt-based society, people feel guilty for

what they have done. An act, perhaps a lie or a violation of some rule,

triggers the conscience that a wrong has been committed. In this soci-

ety, people are careful to separate the bad act from the person. So the

person might be punished for the bad act, but there is assurance that

the person is not bad.

A guilt-based society responds to the external laws of the land, rules

of the institution, morals of the church and code of the home. It is hoped

that these become internalized in the person. It is further hoped that

when the individual is tempted to break a rule or actually does, that it

will trigger the conscience, causing a sense of guilt and prompt the indi-

vidual to stop. Just as one is driven to avoid certain behaviors by an

internal mechanism, like the conscience, so one is also driven to achieve,

not so much to please others, but to fulfill an inner drive to accomplish

a goal. Certainly, one wants to honor one’s family and country, but these

are usually not the strongest driving forces.

SHAME

In shame-based societies, the critical factor is not to bring shame

upon oneself, upon one’s family, one’s tribe or even one’s country.

One strives to succeed, driven by the desire to uphold family, school,

company or national honor. Living up to the expectations of one’s

significant others tends to be the dominant value even to the point

where morality, ethics and right/wrong are defined by one’s dominant
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group, or in-group. One feels shame when disappointing important

others or not living up to expectations of family, supervisor or com-

pany. Thus, motivation comes more from the people who surround

you at different points in life and in different situations. Failure is

defined in terms of one’s inability to meet the standards or expecta-

tions of important others. 

For example, Asian students may go to special classes on Saturdays

for several years in order to gain entrance into the most desired univer-

sity. If successful, the entire family is honored (that is, not shamed). If

not, the entire family is dishonored. In extreme cases students have been

known to commit suicide to restore family honor. 

In an attempt to control littering in Malaysia, a fine of $400 (U.S.)

would be levied to any offender caught. In addition, the culprit would be

forced to sweep the streets in a T-shirt with the words “I am a litterbug”

printed on it. The government minister, Ting Chew Peh, said he “hoped

public shaming would deter others.”5

GUILT, SHAME AND THE BIBLE

Does the Bible speak to shame and guilt? Actually, the occurrences of

shame are considerably more than those of guilt. However, the Western

church has emphasized the guilt more because it fits most comfortably

into our cultural values. The apostle Paul uses guilt (Romans 3:19) when

speaking to the Romans, a Western guilt-based society, but switches to

shame (Romans 9:33; 10:11) when he addresses the Jewish Christians

in Rome. The writer of the book of Hebrews uses shame, not guilt, as the

forceful thought that hopefully would keep the believers committed to

following Christ (Hebrews 2:11; 11:16; 12:2).

SHAME, FACE AND HONOR

Shame, face and honor are powerful words in much of the Two-Thirds

World, though not talked about much in North America. We can make

some serious mistakes if we do not understand these concepts and their
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significant role in many societies. Though the three words differ slightly

in meaning, I will treat them as essentially the same. Thus, maintaining

one’s honor in Japan and much of Latin America is not very different

from “saving face” in Thailand and much of Africa or “not causing

another to feel shame” in the Philippines. 

The Thai word for losing face means, literally, “to tear someone’s

face off so they appear ugly before their friends and community.” The

word among the Shona in Zimbabwe means, literally, “to stomp your

feet on my name” or “to wipe your feet on my name.” In many soci-

eties (the Middle East, for example) the dirtiest part of the person is

the bottom of the shoe. Thus, the act of wiping your shoes on some-

one’s name is a grievous offense and humiliation. It is a direct attack

on them and their character. In the Middle East, taking one’s shoe off

and waving the sole at someone is the worst insult. For this reason,

in most Arab countries, one does not sit in such a way as to expose

the bottom of one’s shoe/sandal to another person. It shows serious

disrespect. 

Western concepts that carry similar impact include disgrace, severe

public humiliation or intense embarrassment. There are two important

differences, however. In the Two-Thirds World, nothing worse could

happen to you. To cause someone else shame strains, if not breaks, the

relationship. Not so in the Western mind. The difference is partially

explained by the fact that many of the Two-Thirds World people think

holisticallythey do not differentiate between criticism of an idea and

criticism of a person. To criticize my thought is to criticize me and that

causes me shame or loss of face. The Westerner will often put the criti-

cism of an idea in one category and separate that from the category of

self or criticism of self. Thus, criticism of an idea is not taken personally

or not taken as personally. 

The other difference is that in the Two-Thirds World if you cause

someone else shame, you also shame the entire family or school or

office or nation depending upon the status of the person and their net-
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work of relationships. This is not as true for the Western mind. Again,

one sees the influence of holistic thinking. What happens to one hap-

pens to all or, at least, affects all. This is not foreign to Scripture. (See

1 Corinthians 12, especially verse 26.) What may be worse is causing

shame without even knowing it. The reason? Westerners are not sen-

sitive to these issues because they are not a part of the fabric of the

other culture. So we must learn about them and, hopefully, avoid the

mistakes. 

CAUSES OF SHAME

In my book Cross-Cultural Conflict I write:

Shame, loss of face and dishonor may occur in a variety of ways. One

may dishonor oneself by not living up to certain goals. For example, the

Japanese student who was denied entry into the preferred university;

the businessperson who does not get the contract; the leader who makes

a serious mistake. Or, one might be shamed by the actions of a family

member. In Arab society, especially Muslim, to become a Christian is to

shame the family and the Islamic religion. The shamed family tries to

restore honor and face by excommunicating the Christian convert and

treating the person as though she/he were dead or never existed. If the

family wishes to restore itself from extreme shame, it may physically

punish the departed member, sometimes threatening or even taking the

person’s life.6 

What follows are some ways in which we may unintentionally cause

people to lose face or feel shame. I then provide an alternative response

that is less likely to cause shame. 

Blame. Stating or implying the other person is to blame for some-

thing. Rather, hold your tongue and be known for your wise silence.

Westerners tend to separate the person from the actwe have categories

for eachbut most cultures believe that blame from someone is an

attack on their person. For example, a Westerner might say, “Don’t take

this personally but . . . ” People from the Two-Thirds World usually can
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take it only one way: personally. They think holistically and do not sep-

arate themselves from their acts or words.

Shortcomings. Pointing out a shortcoming, especially if anyone else

is present. Rather, don’t point out shortcomings or failures at all. If you

must, do it in private with statements about how much you value the

relationship and want to preserve it.

Error. Suggesting they have made an error whether it be in thinking,

speaking, logic, grammar, behavior and so on. Rather, let these things

go. We do not need to correct everything; we are building relationships

not giving a test.

Requests. Asking of them something that would be difficult, costly or

impossible to do. Rather, make indirect requests “It would be nice if

. . .” or “Someday I would like to . . .” or “I have heard that . . .” They can

respond to such requests if they can, but not cause you to lose face if they

disappoint you.

Comparisons. Comparing how things are done in your country ver-

sus this country, especially if you think your country is better. Rather,

don’t compare. If people ask you to compare, praise their country for its

strengths (and there will be many if you look) and be modest about the

strengths of your own country. Criticism of one’s own country is gener-

ally not well received so go easy on that.

Refusals. Saying no to a request they make of you. Rather, say, “I

would like to help you out, but right now I do not think I can. If things

change, I will let you know.” 

Remember, you are a guest in their culture.

COMMUNICATING CHRIST

As you go about your activities with the hope that some will become fol-

lowers of Christ, you are, by implication, suggesting that their traditional

beliefs are not as good, but defective or even misleading. This causes

them to feel loss of face, dishonor and shame. You have pointed out

something that is wrong with their life, and they have a response that is
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very natural in their culture. The extended family may then get involved

because if one member is thinking about changing to become a follower

of Christ, they would all feel the shame and loss of face. Any place of

honor they had in the community would be gone and everyone would

see them as failures.7 Thus, they rally to protect their “family face” and

“family honor” by trying to persuade the person not to leave the family

religious tradition to become a follower of Christ.

The convicting work of the Holy Spirit often overcomes the family

pressures, but not always. However, sometimes we present the gospel in

a way that is offensive to the listeners in their cultural context. Because

of their sensitivity to shame, loss of face and dishonor, they may hear our

cultural insensitivity and not the message. So how can we communicate

the love of Christ so that they hear with open ears and not feel the neg-

ative impact? 

First, share your testimony including the sin that separated you from

God. In this way, you put yourself in position of shame by not being

pleasing to God. Second, rather than saying to the others that they too

are sinners, try using collective language: God says we are all sinners—

our sin has caused God shame—everyone stands in need of a Savior.

Third, explain that just as Adam and Eve caused God to feel shame when

they sinned, so all of us have caused God shame by not obeying his com-

mands and refusing the gift of his son, Jesus. Fourth, the ultimate shame

is in putting one’s trust in the wrong place. God promises that if we put

our trust in Jesus, we “will never be put to shame” (Romans 10:11; note

verses 9, 10; see also Romans 9:30-33 and 1 Peter 2:6). Fifth, God has

wonderfully taken care of our shame. Jesus bore our shame on the cross

(Hebrews 12:2) so that he may call us brothers, family (Hebrews 2:11).

Remember that we want to share Jesus in a way that will be heard by

their mind and heart, not in a way that seems foreign, even confusing.

Following are some other cultural differences that may confuse us unless

we get some advance insight.
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LEARNING MORE FROM EUNICE

I would like to return to the story of Eunice (pp. 58-65), because there

is more to the story. Eunice spoke some English, but her heart, mind

and actions reflected Zulu values. Let’s analyze this story further from

the perspective of shame. Notice that I implied that Eunice had done

something wrong, which caused her to feel shame. I did not intend to,

but Eunice understood it like most people of the world would. In her

discomfort she still answered calmly. To save face, or avoid shame, she

insisted that the “dish fell from her hand and is dead.” It was her way

of saying clearly that it was an accident—a statement of truth from her

cultural perspective. 

Eunice came from an animistic culture. In animism, outside forces

control nearly everything, so one does not take personal responsibility

for something that lies outside of one’s control or so the belief goes.

Thus, the use of the passive and stative voices simply acknowledges that

other forces are active, including evil spirits and good spirits.

One last point: notice my expectation. Since Eunice spoke English, I

expected her to respond in keeping with my cultural heritage. When she

didn’t, I placed blame rather than seeking understanding. In my confu-

sion I made some negative judgments; I blamed Eunice for my confu-

sion. Beneath the negative judgments (see lower track on the cultural

adjustment map, p. 72), “I was wishing Eunice would be more Western,

more like me, so I would not be forced outside of my comfort zone. If I

could change her, I could avoid the awkwardness of changing myself.”8

In other words, I wanted to retain my squareness. While hoping to make

her more square, I was resisting becoming more round, like Eunice. 

I revisited this incident to demonstrate that a number of factors are

often at work in explaining a particular situation. It is not important that

you try to analyze everything from all angles. It is important that you are

aware of how easy it is to cause someone to lose face, feel shame or be

dishonored and that you avoid such activity.
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DIFFERENCES AND HUMAN NATURE

Differences are not the problem when working cross-culturally. The way

these differences are expressed is the problem. For example, everyone

values and uses time. However, the confusion arises when some cultures

demonstrate their use of time differently. Everyone wants and deserves

respect (status), but some cultures display it differently. If you show me

respect in a way I am not accustomed to or not expecting, I will consider

you disrespectful. The misunderstanding comes not from the value itself

but in how it is demonstrated in day-to-day living. Thus, we must try to

separate the value from its expression. Our ability to do this will help us

respond in culturally appropriate ways rather than simply react out of

our cultural frame of reference.

It is important, therefore, to realize that as human beings we often

desire the same thing, but fail to realize it. We focus on the way a value

is lived rather than on the value itself. Seeing the value unites us in our

humanity. Seeing only the difference in expression moves us toward

divisiveness. 

F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Respond to each point on the following guilt/shame continuum.

 Guilt 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Shame

1. Put an X indicating where you fall on the guilt versus shame contin-

uum.

2. Put a P indicating where you think your parents are.

3. Put a C for whether your church is more guilt or shame oriented.

4. Use any further symbols that are meaningful to you: S for spouse; F

for friends, B for boss.

5. Use NC (new culture) to indicate where you think the people of the
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new culture will be on the continuum. How much distance is there

between X (you) and NC? 

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. Do you respond more out of an internalized guilt feeling or more out

of how other people are going to see you and think about you? 

2. As you think of your present relationships, do you have difficulties

with people who are different from you on this matter? How difficult

will it be for you to adjust?

3. Does the guilt-shame difference raise any questions for you? 

4. How were your concepts of guilt and shame shaped by your family

and upbringing?
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Worship Expression:
From Low to High

You worship God with your head.

We worship God with our whole being.

Z I M B A B W E A N  P A S T O R

THIS CHAPTER ATTEMPTS TO DESCRIBE the differences we find in worship.

The past fifteen years or more have found many congregations in the

United States either moving from traditional worship styles to contem-

porary or adding a contemporary worship service to the traditional one.

This transition has caused considerable stress as people have tried to

look at it from a theological and a cultural perspective. 

DIFFERENCES IN WORSHIP STYLES

While we use the word contemporary1 in the United States, other groups

stateside and around the world have utilized contemporary forms of

worship for decades if not centuries. If you enjoy a very traditional form

of worship, you may be confronted with a very contemporary form in

your cross-cultural journey. Or you may worship best in a contemporary

style, but find yourself in a deeply traditional worship style, as I was

recently in Haiti. In either case, I am hoping this chapter will help clarify

these two expressions of worship as different, allowing you to accept that

which is not part of your tradition. In fact, I hope you will be able to

appreciate and affirm that which is not like you but is acceptable to the

Lord. 

Worship Expression: From Low to High
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Considerable controversy surrounds the way people worship. Every-

one has a preference and tends to believe that their way is the best way

to worship God. Quickly deciding that one form is right and the other

wrong should be avoided. We might rather say, “It is the best way for me

to worship God.” Not everyone approaches God the same way. We do it

in a way that allows us to most meaningfully express our adoration and

devotion. 

CONTEMPORARY WORSHIP

Many churches in North America have struggled with the issue of a con-

temporary worship service. Contemporary worship usually means the

music is more modern or contemporary. It may mean the addition of

drama. Often it includes a more relaxed form of dress and seems to

appeal to the younger generations. There are other differences too. In

much of the contemporary worship there is a higher level of participa-

tion among the worshipers. For example, one often sees hands being

held up, stretched out or slowly waving during the singing. Some

express their whole being freely in worship with hand clapping, body

swaying and other body movements. Responding verbally to the

speaker, standing while most sit and even individual dancing in the aisle

are acceptable worship expressions in many churches. 

Emotions are evident in the form of joyful smiles, celebration, singing

with feeling and volume, tears, hugging, faces pointing upward with

eyes closed and other signs of deep feelings of worship to God. Frequent

shouts of “praise the Lord,” “hallelujah,” “amen” and other verbal

encouragements usually show that people are actively engaged in the

event—high expression, high participation. The pastor may use consid-

erable voice range, volume, physical movement across the platform and

forms of drama in preaching the Word. People sitting behind the pastor

and choir members may alternatively stand and sit depending on the

point the pastor is making and the emotional response they want to

make. Sometimes people may twirl their bodies or dance, not unlike
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King David in the Old Testament (2 Samuel 6:14; Psalm 149:3).

Because one does not put a time limit on God or how he moves on

people in worship, services may go longer than an hour. In some parts

of the world they may last three hours or more. Time, being on schedule

or keeping things moving are quite irrelevant in this style of worship.

Concern is for the quality of worship, meeting with God, feeling his

presence and expressing one’s being in worship to him.

THE ISSUE

At the end of each chapter on differences we may encounter in another

culture, I have placed a continuum from 1-10. That continuum suggests

one may place oneself anywhere between 1 and 10. Keep in mind that I

am suggesting there is a range between high and low expression in wor-

ship. Many people and churches have chosen the degree of expression

they are comfortable with in worship, while others are still undecided.

Often people choose or reject a church depending upon how it fits their

own preference. Of the expressions I have noted above, you may prac-

tice few or many. That is not the issue. The issue is to know where you

place yourself on the continuum and how you respond to others who

place themselves at a different point on the continuum. Since these are

differences, we can accept those who place themselves at different points

along the continuum rather than stand in judgment of them.

TRADITIONAL WORSHIP

In traditional worship, at least among the Caucasian traditions I am

familiar with, the worship participants express limited participation.

That is, they stand/sit, sing/remain silent, read responsively/remain

silent. Sometimes there may be testimonies, but for the most part the

worshipers have limited participation in worship. 

People preferring worship with less expression usually appreciate

more planning, direction, uniformity, order and schedule. Services usu-

ally start and finish at specified times. Advance planning has gone into
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the service, and the plan is given to each attendee in the form of a church

bulletin. The pastor and song leader direct the service telling people

when they are to sing, stand, greet others and sit. Congregational activity

beyond that which is directed by a leader is generally infrequent and dis-

couraged. A rather solemn but dignified mood characterizes the service.

During the sermon people remain quite motionless and voiceless in rec-

ognition that the Word is being preached and one must be attentive. Any

response is a response of the mind and heart and kept within oneself.

This group would cite 1 Corinthians 14:40, “But everything should be

done in a fitting and orderly way,” believing this text supports this style

of worship.

BOTH LEGITIMATE

I want to be careful I do not imply that one group worships God better

or more effectively or that one group is more pleasing to God in their

worship. That is not the case at all. What I am saying is that people can

worship differently while still being genuine, meaningful and pleasing to

God. Ultimately, worship is the soul reaching out to God in praise and

adoration. You may do that differently than I do, but God, who sees the

heart, may be equally pleased. 

RESPONSES TO WORSHIP CHANGES

Some churches have split believing any change violates some biblical

mandate. I always grieve when the body of Christ splinters. Others have

gone to two services with one being traditional and one contemporary.

This keeps the body together but often separates families and genera-

tions. The third option is some form of mixed worship combining both

traditional and contemporary. Even though I am from the older genera-

tion, I prefer a mixed style of worship because I enjoy being around the

emerging generations. We have opportunity to learn from each other

and grow together. We need each other. Something important is lost if

we do not struggle together to discern what God is saying and doing.
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WHAT TIME DOES GOD COME TO CHURCH?

Before we look at worship in the Two-Thirds World, I want to illustrate

how culture has formed aspects of North American worship. Only a

short time ago, virtually everyone arrived for church at 11:00 Sunday

morning. Why? Most of us did not know why this particular time was

so sacred. Some churches that dared to have a 9:00 morning service were

severely criticized. A few who had Saturday evening worship were con-

sidered scandalous. What made 11:00 Sunday morning the sacred, bib-

lical time, so to speak? Quite simply, it was the earliest time that the

farmers could get to church in the early days when most people were

farmers. Every morning the cows had to be milked and chores done fol-

lowed by bathing and getting the horses hitched for the trip to church.

The time was a matter of convenience, not a biblical principle. The bib-

lical principle was to worship, but the time was flexible. Would it also

be fair to say that the biblical principle is worship, and the style should

be flexible? It all depends on one’s culture and preference? I am inclined

to think so though I know not everyone agrees with me. 

MISSIONS AND WORSHIP

As missionaries took the story of Jesus into other cultures, they took

their worship styles with them. Churches around the world reflect those

styles today. However, sometimes worship styles were established that

did not reflect the preferences of the local culture. Missionaries who

believed their own preferences were the most biblical, instituted those in

the local culture. Today we are realizing that worship style is not a matter

of right and wrong but a matter of difference, of preference. In many

places, styles are changing. In Latin America, those churches which

adopted the more traditional worship styles are changing to fit the nat-

ural expression of Latino life. The greatest church growth in Latin Amer-

ica is among the churches where there is high expression in worship. 

Yet in Haiti, where my wife and I just returned from a seminar with
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medical workers, it is mixed. Our host, a medical doctor, was preaching

in one of the largest evangelical churches the Sunday we were there. It

was very traditional with organ music and hymns. We talked about it

afterward, and our host said that he and many others simply could not

worship in a more contemporary way. It was too close to the voodoo

experiences of his childhood. But I couldn’t help wondering if his chil-

dren, who did not experience the voodoo activities, will continue to

appreciate the traditional worship.

Harare, the capital city of Zimbabwe, had a church planted by mis-

sionaries in a strategic location. The church struggled but saw little suc-

cess until the missionaries went home on leave and then it died. For a

couple years the padlocks were on the doors until a Bible school gradu-

ate caught a vision for that location. He opened the church, cleaned it

up and started services. When we visited, it was one of the prospering

churches in the country.

What made the difference? I had visited the church during both eras.

In my opinion the difference can be explained simply: the missionaries

were less expressive, and that became the style of worship. The new

Zimbabwean pastor was more expressive, as was the culture, and devel-

oped a style of worship that embraced cultural forms. Let me explain by

telling you about the last service I attended.

While my wife and I arrived on time, about 35 to 40 percent of the

congregation did not. Yet, the music began only a few minutes late. The

music was lively with seven song leaders in the front, but they did not

start any of the songs. They arose spontaneously from different audience

members. As someone began a song we all chimed in as did the finger

drummer on our right, the guitarist in the front row, somebody with

tambourines behind us and a bass drummer off to the left. These scat-

tered instrumentalists blended in and quickly set the pace while the song

leaders sang, clapped, dipped at the knees and swayed to the beat. 

As the latecomers arrived and found a place, people smiled, reached

out to touch them and verbally welcomed them all while the congrega-
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tional singing continued. The musical celebration inspired joy in every-

one; some responded with their own dance to God while others

stretched their arms out to God and others just sang with eyes closed.

The evidence suggested that each was meeting God and God was meet-

ing with them. 

About ninety minutes later, after two sermons from two people,

attendees began a line and marched outside where each person out the

door greeted each who had gone before. All the while people were sing-

ing and clapping hands. My guess is that we sang that chorus about

thirty times and my hands were beginning to feel numb. No one else

seemed to notice. Eventually we were all outside, had greeted everyone

else and formed a circle, holding hands. The pastor led us in closing

prayer as the heavy pedestrian traffic walked by and took note.

The two-hour service was over, but no one was in a hurry to leave.

Visitors were swamped with greetings and good wishes. Everyone was

talking, laughing, praying and encouraging. It was a wonderful worship

experience and people wanted to linger in its significance. The church

that was dead for two years had been resurrected to bear witness to God’s

grace in a culturally appropriate way. 

A CLOSING THOUGHT

Worship styles around the world are as varied as they are in North Amer-

ica. But with each year, the trend seems to be more and more toward the

more expressive style of worship described above. Most cultures of the

world are more expressive in their cultural celebrations, and they are

bringing those elements into the church in a way that makes worship more

meaningful to them. Yes, there are dangers. But there are dangers of wor-

shiping God in traditional style, especially if it is stilted and mechanical. 

Most of us have a preferred style of worship. In earlier years, the tra-

ditional style of worship in North America was based largely on cultural

preference. That style, however, was taken around the world and estab-

lished as the way to worship God. It still dominates in some sectors of
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North American culture today. Possibly, some of you have rejected, or at

least had difficulty with, the worship style of your parents or the church

you have attended. If you are younger, my guess is that you prefer a more

contemporary style. If you are older, the contemporary style may not be

so meaningful for you, and you may have a little more discomfort in

some countries where the worship style is quite expressive. 

I am hopeful that as a result of reading this, we will be less judgmental

about other worship styles. In fact, I hope that we may be more open to

it, bless those who prefer it and never let it disturb our unity. After all,

we worship the same God through Christ and by the power of the Holy

Spirit. I hope that if the worship style is different in the new culture you

will sense the presence of God anyway and be able to join the others in

ascribing worth to our heavenly Father.

FINAL NOTE

This chapter, as with the others in this section on cultural differences, is

intended to get you launched in a new culture with some pegs to hang

your experiences on. These pegs are a way of naming your experience so

you have a way of understanding a situation rather than falling into con-

fusion, which often brings a judgmental attitude. As you spend time in

a culture, you will discover more specifics than I could ever begin to

name in this book. But, it is my hope that these chapters on cultural dif-

ferences will be a good starting point as you navigate the new culture.

F O R  R E F L E C T I O N

Respond to each point on the following lower/higher expression in wor-

ship continuum. 

Lower expression in worship Higher expression in worship

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Put an X indicating where you fall on the continuum.
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2. Put a P indicating where you think your parents are.

3. Put a C for whether your church is lower or higher in its expression

in worship.

4. Use any further symbols that are meaningful to you: S for spouse; F

for friends, B for boss.

5. Use NC (new culture) to indicate where you think the people of the

new culture will be on the continuum. How much distance is there

between X (you) and NC? 

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. Describe the ways in which your worship service is lower or higher

in expression.

2. If you could, how would you change your worship experience?

3. Is it difficult for you to enjoy worship different from your prefer-

ences? Explain.

4. What are the dangers of extremes in lower expression worship and

higher expression worship?
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Re-Entry:

You Are Never the Same

The Lord will watch over your coming and going

[your entry and re-entry] 

both now and forever.

P S A L M  1 2 1 : 8

PSALM 121 HAS BEEN CALLED THE PILGRIM’S SONG. The people of Israel

sang it as they ascended to Jerusalem to celebrate feasts and holy days.

Christian pilgrims through the centuries have echoed its words as

they have gone throughout the world talking about the Jesus of Scrip-

ture. As we think about being a sojourner, let’s remember that the

Lord himself is watching over us in our cross-cultural entries and re-

entries.

SQUARE HEADS RETURNING FROM ROUND CULTURE

Remember the square heads and round heads (see p. 66)? Once you

leave square culture and live for awhile in round culture, you tend to

change; you become less and less square and more and more round. Of

course you do not lose all your squareness, but you do change to fit the

culture you have been living in. Because cultural immersion is a high

impact experience, even people who have been gone only a week often

claim significant change. These changes usually create a little distur-

bance when you get back with your friends and relatives. They have not

changed because they have not had your experience. 

Re-Entry:You Are Never the Same 
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REVERSE CULTURE SHOCK 

It seems strange to think that re-entering your home culture would cause

culture shock, but it does. And, sometimes it is worse than the culture

shock you experience when you enter that new culture. The reason?

When you leave your home culture for a new one, you expect things to

be different. When you leave the foreign culture to return to your home

culture, you expect things to be the same. In one case you are expecting

the shock of differences but in the other situation you are expecting that

everything will be just as you left it. This seems to be true for interna-

tional students as well, who, after extended study in the West, find it dif-

ficult to fit in again in their home culture.

There are several reasons why you may experience reverse culture

shock. Change is the underlying factor beneath the reasons. 

You. You have changed. You are not the same person who left for an

assignment in another culture. Your contact with other worldviews, life

styles and values has left its mark on you. People remember you as you

were before you left. They don’t know how to relate to the new you. In

some ways you may seem like a stranger to them. When one woman

returned from Pakistan after living in a place where water was severely

rationed, she was aghast at how extravagant we are in water usage and

waste. Another person, returning from Beirut, Lebanon, where food was

so scarce during the war years, could not enjoy Thanksgiving because it

was “too much food.” You will change.

Home culture. Your home culture has changed. Life in North America

changes quickly. New TV shows, slang, styles, technology, business prac-

tices and medical breakthroughs emerge quickly, and you were left

behind.

Family and friends. Your family, friends and colleagues have

changed. Life has not been standing still for the people that were part of

your life before. When you left they filled the vacancy with other people

and activities. Plus, their lives were impacted by weddings, births, ill-
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nesses, deaths, graduations, job changes and geographical moves. The

people you left are not the same either. Everyone has changed, and

change means readjustment. 

The re-entry and readjustment into home culture may or may not be

traumatic depending upon how long you were gone and how deeply you

identified with the host culturehow much squareness you lost and

how much roundness you took on. Let’s look at some issues you might

experience depending upon your time away and the amount of change

that occurred.

RE-ENTRY ISSUES 

I am going to look at the re-entry issues from four different time frames

according to the amount of time you have been away. I am assuming that

you have made sincere efforts to learn some/much of the local language

and build meaningful relationships with the people of the host culture.

I am also assuming that you have had a largely positive experience with

the people of the round culture.

Short-term stay. If your time in another culture has been short, say

one week to a month, you might expect the following: 

1. People will ask you about your trip and politely listen for about three

to five minutes and then want to move on to a topic they are more

interested in.

2. You or the group may be given ten minutes to share during a church

service.

3. You will have had some major things impact your mind and heart,

and they will be hard to put into words, especially in a few minutes.

4. You will see your square culture in a new way. Its materialism, self-

absorption, lack of world awareness, insensitivity to social issues

such as poverty and perhaps shallow spirituality are largely unseen,

though now you see them. You feel people should not overlook these

matters that have recently become important to you.
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5. You find mild disappointment in your home culture, but in a couple

weeks the busyness of life consumes you and many of your feelings

and thoughts become submerged in being square again.

Medium-term stay. If your time in another culture has been longer,

say two to six months, then the following might be true when you return

to your home culture:

1. You will probably have learned some of the local language and built

deeper relationships. The changes will have been deeper, more signif-

icant and some you have resolved to incorporate into your life

because you think it will be a qualitative improvement. In fact, you

think it would be beneficial if everyone in square culture would do

the same.

2. You experience the first five points mentioned in the short-term stay,

but with two differences. First, you are able to verbalize more clearly

what has happened to you. Second, when people’s interest in your

experiences is brief, you get more frustrated, even a bit angry. They

don’t get it, and they don’t care that they don’t get it goes through your

head. 

3. You find others who have had experiences like yours and spend your

time with them. They understand you and actually help you process

your cross-cultural experience.

Long-term stay. People who spend six to twenty-four months in

another culture generally find the following true when returning to their

home culture:

1. Life has been reshaped in significant ways. You had begun to feel and

talk about life as the local people did using more and more of the

local language. While the home culture does not seem strange, it has

changedactually you have changedand you realize that fitting

back in will not be quick nor easy. Life has gone on in square culture,
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and you have been left behind.

2. You realize how much of your squareness has left you, and you are

quite comfortable with the roundness you have taken on. You find

the relationships in the new culture were more meaningful than those

you have returned to in square culture. You find yourself with some

longing to return to round culture. 

3. While disappointed that others do not want to hear your story in

more detail, you realize that they have no context for understanding

what happened to you. Their view of the world comes through the

newspapers and the evening world news. They operate with a very

basic world awareness limited to thirty-second news bytes. They

expect you can condense your story in the same way. But, you realize

such brevity only promotes stereotypes and yet, you are usually given

no choice. Accept it since nothing negative is usually intended. Yet,

you will do well to find someone who listens and debriefs your expe-

riences. Telling your story brings a clarity and settledness to your

time in the other culture. 

4. You would love to instruct your organization (business, church, cor-

poration) that sent you and help them understand how they could

change for the better if they would only listen. Generally they are

pleased for the positive impact on your life but are content to let it

remain only your experience.

Very long term. People who spend more than two years in another

culture generally find the following true when returning to home cul-

ture:

1. You will discover that most of what has been said above is true for

you.

2. Additionally, you are neither square nor round, but some combina-

tion. More accurately, you are partially square and partially round,

but it is hard to know which is which. You do not fully belong in
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either culture. The experts call you a bicultural person. It helps to

have a name for what you are but it does little to explain what it

means. Most missionary kids are bicultural. 

3. You struggle to determine if you have returned home (to square cul-

ture) or whether you have left home (round culture). The longer you

have been in round culture, the more it will feel like you have left

home, and coming into square culture will seem like a foreign expe-

rience.

4. You can fit back into square culture, but only partially and with some

reluctance. You are surprised at how round you have become, espe-

cially mentally and emotionally. Much of your conversation goes

back to life in round culture, the place of comfort where you had

learned the rules and knew how to play the game of life rather effec-

tively. Now the rules have changed, and you must start over again, or

so it feels.

5. Criticism of square culture comes easy even though it was once your

comfortable home culture. You really don’t fit in square culture any-

more. You don’t like the way things have changed while you have

been gone, and adjustment is hard. You spend a lot of time figuring

out how things are done now on the job, in church, in school, in the

community, everywhere. You have been left in the dust, so to speak,

and that brings confusion, discomfort and criticism.

6. Even though you have lots of acquaintances that you maintained

while in round culture, you have no close friends. Your close friends

have filled their lives with other relationships as soon as you left. Fur-

thermore, you build close friends when you share common ground,

and you have little common ground with the square people. 

DEALING WITH REVERSE CULTURE SHOCK

The longer you have been in round culture and the more round you have

become, the more you are likely to experience reverse culture shock. I
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prefer to think of it as a good problem. It is good because you have incor-

porated some wonderful new insights and values into your life. You are

a much richer person now. But, the problem part remains. You must deal

with re-entering your home (square) culture, and that will take some

intentional effort. Consider the following insights on re-entry and things

you can do to readjust.

Euphoria. This is your first response to being home. That first feeling

has caused many to kiss the ground when they first step on North Amer-

ican soil again. The joyous reunion with acquaintances and celebrations

make this a grand experience. 

So what do you do? Enjoy your celebrity status but realize it is

momentary.

Disappointment. You are likely to feel disappointed for reasons noted

above and also because most people have a short attention span when it

comes to listening to you tell your story. They may even interrupt you to

turn the conversation back to their life experiences, which may seem

quite boring compared to what you experienced. The pictures you show

them are whisked through without any desire for explanation except for

the occasional exotic one that captures their attention. 

So what do you do?

• Build realistic expectations. 

• Know that many people will simply want the five-minute version

and go with that. 

• Show only a select fifteen to twenty photographs with one-sen-

tence explanations. Give more detail only when asked. 

• Look for one or two people that will listen longer, ask questions

and meaningfully enter into the world of your cross-cultural experience.

This will probably be your mother or a friend or relative who has trav-

eled extensively and knows how valuable it is to have someone listen. 

• Be patient with the others. They have no way of even beginning to

understand what you experienced and how you have changed. They

have probably lived their whole lives in square culture and have nothing
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with which to compare your sojourn in another culture. 

• Periodically insert bits of insights and changes as relationships con-

tinue. Let people know you see things a little differently than before.

This does not make you superior but a little different. 

• Resist being overbearing in talking about all that happened to you.

This will make you appear superior and, perhaps, arrogant. 

Negative emotions. Frustration, anger and sometimes depression are

emotions people frequently experience during the re-entry process.

These reactions can have a variety of sources: 

• not being heard 

• sensing people do not care 

• getting back into a fast pace without time to “decompress,” to come

to terms with what the cross-cultural experience means 

• meeting other people’s expectations as though nothing has

changed 

• having to perform as though you are up-to-date on everything 

• a general sense that coming home was not what you were expecting

So what do you do? 

• Give yourself some space, more than you think you might need.

You can always accelerate, but it is usually hard to slow down once you

have re-entered the fast pace of life. You were probably not expecting to

change so much when you left and thought the readjustment process

would be quick and smooth.

• Tell a few trusted people that you need time with them just to listen

to you. They might be people at work, in the family or friends. Tell them

this would be a special ministry they can have toward you. Or, in the

case of a non-Christian, say that this would be a special favor they could

do for you.

• Some people find journaling a good way to deal with stressful emo-

tions. Writing about your thoughts and emotions can be very therapeutic. 

• Avoid self-pity. You are richer for having had the experience in the

new culture. You are the blessed one, not the victim. It is quite normal
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for those who have not had a similar experience not to fully appreciate

what has happened to you. Accept it. Don’t get angry because they can’t

enter into something they have never experienced except possibly on a

cruise ship or one-week tour of all Europe. 

Move on. After some space to process your experiences in round cul-

ture and now in square culture, resolve to get into the flow of life.

Choose to set aside any negative emotions and move on. 

So what do you do? 

• Identify the most significant ways you have changed and what

those will mean in your job, church, home and community. Keep these

in mind as you re-enter life in square culture. 

• Take it one day at a time. There’s no need to be embarrassed if you

lack some knowledge. Simply say, “I was out of the country when that

happened. Can you brief me?” Most people will be happy to help you and

not think less of you. Some people suggest you watch a little more TV than

you normally might to catch up on slang and the things people are talking

about. However, you don’t have to violate your values in what you watch. 

• When your cross-cultural experience can contribute to the conver-

sation, let it happen. That is part of who you are now. But watch for sig-

nals that you might be overdoing it. No one likes a show-off. 

• If you struggle with some negative emotions, look for the good

things in the people and the culture. It is akin to counting your blessings.

• Get involved in causes, in square or round culture, that extend

compassion to those less fortunate. This will keep alive some of the sen-

sitivities and changes God worked in you while in round culture. 

A GIFT FROM GOD

Your experience in another culture was a gift from God to you. Hope-

fully, you were also God’s gift to the people in round culture. Be thankful

for what God has done in you. Use the growth from that gift to benefit

others. It would be a shame to waste the good that has been accom-

plished when God intended to bear more fruit through your experience. 
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D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1. How can you prepare ahead of time for re-entry into your home cul-

ture? How can you stay connected while away?

2. How do you think a cross-cultural experience will change you?

3. What creative ways can you use to tell people about your experience?

4. What difference might/will your time in another culture make in how

you live your life?



Epilogue

CRITICAL TO SUCCESS IN ANOTHER CULTURE are the right attitudes and the

right skills applied in a timely manner. If one expects to think and act in

another culture the way one did in one’s home culture, it would be best

to stay home. The rules of life are different in other cultures and you have

to be ready to learn and play by the rules of the local people. To ignore

them would be, at best, naïvely uninformed or, at worst, arrogantly rude.

In either case, such behavior would contribute to perpetuating the ugly

American image. 

In my opinion, most of us do not set out to be ugly Americans as we

enter another culture. We simply do what comes naturally to us, not

realizing how we may be tearing the fabric of the local culture and inad-

vertently stomping on local values. So most of our problem grows out of

being naïve and well motivated but uninformed . . . like the monkey.

Fortunately, we have a choice. We can avoid being the monkey, and we

can change the image of the ugly American. 

Why is this important? Any action or attitude that makes us look like

the ugly American also reflects on our Christianity. Most of us entering

another culture desire to represent Christ in our presence there. Let’s

make every effort to prepare well for our time in that other culture so

that they may see the beauty of Jesus in us and be drawn to a relationship

with him. I know of no greater motivation to prepare diligently and well

for that wonderful opportunity to live among people that God loves in

another part of the world. 

“The Lord will watch over your coming and going both now and for-

ever” (Psalm 121:8).





Appendix

REFLECTING ON YOUR CROSS-CULTURAL EXPERIENCE

This appendix is intended to be read after you complete your venture

into that new culture. Reflecting on what has happened is beneficial for

a number of reasons. First, it helps us summarize our experience and

what it means. We look back and see the pieces as well as the whole and

ask what impact it had on us. Second, reflection allows us to review what

happened and ask if we could have done something different. Third,

reflection helps us consolidate what we have learned. We usually expe-

rience considerable positive growth from our cross-cultural experience.

Yet, we may lose that benefit if we do not intentionally think about it and

own it.

Jesus wanted to know what his disciples had learned from their

excursion into ministry (Luke 10:1-20). He listened to their rehearsal of

some of the marvelous things that happened and then responded in a

way that might adjust some errant perspectives to make sure that they

learned what he had intended.

GENERAL REFLECTIONS

Please respond to the following questions. They are designed to help you

pull your reflections together and give words to your memories.

1. What things stand out as you look back? Think of people, events, sit-

uations and so on.
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2. What was the best part of the journey and why? 

3. What was the most important thing you believe you accomplished?

4. What did you learn about 

• God?

• missions? 

• cross-cultural ministry?

• people in the new culture?

• people from your own culture?
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PERSONAL REFLECTIONS

1. In what ways did you change? Which change was most significant? 

2. What did you learn about yourself? 

3. What would you do differently if you had the chance to do it over

again?

4. What advice would you give someone who would like to do what

you have done?





Notes
Chapter 1: Monkeys, Mission and Us
1Ann Templeton Brownlee, I am told, has originated the story of the monkey and the fish.

However, I have not seen it nor was I able to locate the source. The version in the text is my

own, and the degree this story overlaps with that of Ms. Brownlee’s is unknown.

Chapter 2: Your Part of God’s Story
1“2001 World Population Data Sheet,” Population Reference Bureau 2001 <www.prb.org>.
2David B. Barrett, and Todd M. Johnson, “Status of Global Mission, 2001, in Context of 20th

and 21st Centuries,” International Bulletin of Missionary Research (January 2001): 25.

Chapter 4: Culture Is Everywhere, and It Sneaks Up on You
1L. Robert Kohls, Survival Kit for Overseas Living, 2nd ed. (Yarmouth, Maine: Intercultural

Press, 1984), pp. 47-50.

Chapter 5: Culture Shocks
1Paul Hiebert, Anthropological Insights for Missionaries (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1985), p. 66.
2Kalervo Oberg, “Culture Shock: Adjustment to New Cultural Environments,” Practical Anthro-

pology 7, no. 4 (1967): 177.
3Dwight Gradin, story told frequently during programs in language acquisition techniques,

Missionary Internship, Farmington, Michigan.
4Analogy often used by Dr. Muriel Elmer in various teaching situations. Short-termers usually

have people on site who structure their living situation, transport them around and define the

day’s activities so the relationship issues are minimal and not addressed.
5Statement often made by Dwight Gradin when teaching language learners to persevere in

learning difficult language sounds.
6Cindy Shabaz, conversation with author, Holland, Michigan, October 2001. 

Chapter 6: Identifying Expectations
1Eunice’s story is told in my book Cross-Cultural Conflict: Building Relationships for Effective Min-

istry (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1993), pp. 52-56.
2I know we talked about suspending judgment earlier. Yet it is so critical at different points in

our cultural transition, I would rather risk overstating than have it considered unimportant

and forgotten.

Chapter 7: Square Heads and Round Heads
1Dwight Gradin, “Square Heads, Round Heads” (Farmington, Mich.: Missionary Internship,

1973). He has freely shared the diagram in his class presentations as public domain. 
2Cindy Shabaz, e-mail conversation with author, January 2002. 
3Wayne Shabaz, conversation with the author, Holland, Michigan, October 26, 2001.
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Chapter 8: Cultural Adjustment Map
1Faculty of Missionary Internship, “The Cultural Adjustment Map,” Farmington, Mich.: Mis-

sionary Internship, 1975. This classroom presentation is freely shared with anyone who wants

to use it as public domain. I was on that faculty at the time and have made modifications to

the design.
2I am adopting Paul Hiebert’s definition of “Two-Thirds World” as broadly encompassing Asia,

Africa and Latin America. Some people use the term “Third World,” but that has negative con-

notations, and I prefer the demographic definition of “Two-Thirds.” See Paul G. Hiebert,

Anthropological Insights for Missionaries (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1985), p. 9.

Chapter 11: Trust: How to Build Strong Relationships
1The concept of a prior question of trust belongs to Marvin K. Mayers, Christianity Confronts

Culture (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1974).

Chapter 13: Time and Event
1Sherwood G. Lingenfelter and Marvin K. Mayers, Ministering Cross-Culturally (Grand Rapids,

Mich.: Baker, 1986), pp. 37-51. 
2Edward T. Hall, The Dance of Life: The Other Dimension of Time (New York: Anchor, 1983), pp.

44-57. See also Fred E. Jandt, Intercultural Communication, 3rd ed. (Thousand Oaks, Calif.:

Sage, 2001), p. 270. 
3I am indebted to insights from Ministering Cross-Culturally by Sherwood G. Lingenfelter and

Marvin K. Mayers for much of chapters ten through eighteen. 

Chapter 14: Task and Relationship
1Wayne Shabaz, conversation with author, Holland, Michigan, October 26, 2001.
2James Kelly, “East Meets Reagan,” Time, April 30, 1984, p. 24.
3Ibid., p. 25.
4Wayne Shabaz, conversation with author, Holland, Michigan, September 3, 2001.

Chapter 15: Individualism and Collectivism
1Robert N. Bellah, Richard Madsen, William M. Sullivan and Steven M. Tipton, Habits of the

Heart (Davis, Calif.: University of California Press, 1996), p. 142.
2Ibid., p. 143.
3I first heard Dr. Woodberry’s story about Islamic collectivism at an Amoco workshop in Hous-

ton, Texas, April 1977.

Chapter 16: Categorical and Holistic Thinking
1Which of the following two statements comes closest to your own view? “Sports are sports

and politics are politics,” suggesting they should not be mixed; or “Sports are politics and pol-

itics are sports,” suggesting they cannot be separated. Your answer indicates whether you lean

more toward the dichotomistic side of the continuum or more toward the holistic side.
2J. Dudley Woodberry, phone conversation with author, January 2002.
3Source unknown.
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Chapter 17: Logic: Straight or Curved
1Many people credit Robert Kaplan (“Cultural Thought Patterns in Inter-Cultural Education”

in Language Learning 16 [1966]: 2) as the one who developed the idea of spiral logic or spiral

reasoning.
2R. Okabe, “Cultural Assumptions of East and West: Japan and the United States,” in Intercul-

tural Communication Theory, ed. William Gudykunst (Beverly Hills, Calif.: Sage, 1983), pp. 29-

30.
3William B. Gudykunst and Young Yun Kim. Communicating with Strangers: An Approach to

Intercultural Communication. (Menlo Park, Calif.: Addison-Wesley, 1984), p. 42.
4Quoted from Myron W. Lustig and Jolene Koester, Intercultural Competence: Interpersonal Com-

munication Across Cultures (New York: HarperCollins, 1993), pp. 219-20. Lustig and Koester

are summarizing the ideas of Satoshi Ishii, “Thought Patterns as Modes of Rhetoric: The

United States and Japan,” Intercultural Communication: A Reader, ed. Larry A. Samovar and

Richard E. Porter, 4th ed. (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth, 1985), pp. 97-102.
5Samovar and Porter; Intercultural Communication, p. 199. 

Chapter 18: Achieved Status and Ascribed Status
1Geert Hofstede has developed a similar idea called “power distance.” It is well researched and

worth reading if you want to pursue the topic of status more thoroughly. See his Cultures and

Organizations (London: McGraw-Hill, 1991).
2See Leviticus 19:15; Deuteronomy 1:17; Proverbs 24:23; Acts 10:34-35; Romans 2:11; Ephe-

sians 6:9; and James 2:1-11.

Chapter 19: Guilt and Shame
1John C. Condon, and Fathi Yousef, An Introduction to Intercultural Communication (New York:

Bobbs-Merrill, 1975), p. 116.
2As quoted in David W. Augsburger, Pastoral Counseling Across Cultures (Philadelphia: West-

minster Press, 1986), p. 123.
3Dayanand Pitamber, “Psychosocial Enquiry into the Phenomenon of Physical Violence Against

Harijans,” unpublished paper, Bangalore, India, 1982. Quoted in David W. Augsburger, Pas-

toral Counseling Across Cultures (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1986), p. 129.
4Ibid., p. 130.
5USA Today, August 6, 1997, p. A4.
6Duane H. Elmer, Cross-Cultural Conflict: Building Relationships for Effective Ministry (Downers

Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1993), p. 55. 
7Remember the chapter on collectivism and individualism? In collectivism, when one member

decides to make a life decision, it affects everyone, and everyone not only takes it seriously

but wants to be included in the decision-making process.
8Elmer, Cross-Cultural Conflict, p. 53.

Chapter 20: Worship Expression: From Low to High
1I do not prefer the words contemporary and traditional, but since they are commonly used, I

have chosen to stay with the common usage.
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