Missions Experience Training

Meeting Three: Culture

Proverbs
Match these international proverbs with their United States correlation.
International Proverb

United States Proverb

1. He makes a wine cellar from one raisin.
(Lebanon)
2. Even a tiger will appear if you talk about
him. (Korea)
3. You can force a man to shut his eyes, but
you can’t make him sleep. (Denmark)
4. A little in your own pocket is better than
much in another’s purse. (Spain)
5. If you climb up a tree, you must climb
down that same tree. (Ghana)
6. From the rain into the gutter. (Germany)
7. My house burned down, but it was a relief
the bedbugs died. (Korea)
8. He who is not in sight is not in the heart.
(Tanzania)
9. Two captains sink the ship. (Japan)
10. By trying often, the monkey learns to jump
from the tree. (Dem. Rep. of Congo)
11. A person that arrives early to the spring
never gets dirty drinking water. (Dem. Rep.
of Congo)
12. I will not cry over a mishap and injure my
eyes. (Tanzania)
13. Trust in God but tie your camel. (Iran)
14. Where something is thin, that’s where it
tears. (Russia)
15. Not everyone who has a cowl on is a monk.
(Russia)
16. As you cooked the porridge, so must you
eat it. (Russia)
17. Every seed knows its time. (Russia)

a) What goes up, must come down.
b) God helps those who help themselves.
c) One bird in the hand is better than two
in the bush.
d) He makes a mountain out of a molehill.
e) All in good time.
f) Out of sight, out of mind.
g) Don’t judge a book by its cover.
h) Too many cooks spoil the soup.
i) From the frying pan into the fire.
j) Practice makes perfect (or, if at first you
don’t succeed, try, try again).
k) A chain is only as strong as its weakest
link.
l) Speak of the devil and he will appear.
m) You can lead a horse to water, but you
can’t make him drink.
n) It is no use to cry over spilt milk.
o) Every cloud has a silver lining.
p) The early bird gets the worm.
q) As you sow, so shall you reap.

Proverbs and correlations taken from Penn State University Diversity Activities.
Answers: 1) d, 2) l, 3) m, 4) c, 5) a, 6) i, 7) o, 8) f, 9) h, 10) j, 11) p, 12) n, 13) b, 14) k, 15) g, 16) q, 17) e
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Defining Culture

Culture

“Culture is a more or less integrated system of knowledge, values and feelings that people use to
define their reality (worldview), interpret their experiences, and generate appropriate strategies for
living.” –Michael Rynkiewich from Soul, Self, and Society: A Postmodern Anthropology for Mission in a
Postcolonial World, pg. 19
Other scholars discuss culture as “webs of significance” that we spin ourselves. We take part in
creating them and then they influence us. –Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, pg. 5;
discussing Max Weber.

Ethnocentrism

Ethnocentrism places “one’s own culture (ethno) at the center (centrism) of interpretation.” This can
often lead to the devaluing of other cultures. –Brian M. Howell and Jenell Williams Paris from
Introducing Cultural Anthropology: A Christian Perspective, pg. 33

Cultural Conditioning

Cultural conditioning is when “members of a particular group teach the next generation how to
behave and how to function effectively and thereby survive in that group or culture.” This can
include things like social norms and value systems. –Craig Storti from The Art of Crossing Cultures, chpt. 4

Culture makes us who we are. It determines how we function in the world. It is the
water we swim in. And though cultural conditioning may help us survive in our own
culture, it will make it challenging as we cross cultures.
The more we understand ourselves and our culture, the more prepared we will
be to give grace in cross-cultural situations.

Similarities and Differences

Like the proverb game showed, there are things that different cultures have in common. At the same
time, there are many things cultures do not share in common or things that may seem to be the
same but when looked at more closely are understood differently.
One example of tragic cultural misunderstanding is a story from 2008 of the murder of an
Ecuadorean man. The man was visiting his brother who had moved to Brooklyn. As they were
walking back to the brother’s apartment, the men were walking arm in arm, which is a common
cultural trait for close relationships in Ecuador. A car pulled up and, thinking the men were gay, the
occupants yelled anti-gay and anti-Latino slurs at the brothers. The men then beat one of the
brothers, ultimately killing him. The cultural interaction between the brothers was interpreted in
vastly differing ways by those passing by.
For more of the story visit: http://www.nytimes.com/2008/12/09/nyregion/09assault.html
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The Nacirema
There was an important study done on the body rituals of the Nacirema in 1956 by Horace Miner,
an anthropologist. Miner describes them as a North American group who lives between the
Canadian Cree to the north and the Tarahumare of Mexico to the south. Though Miner’s
description focuses on body ritual, I wanted to share more recent research on battle ritual.
The Nacirema gather for a seasonal ritual they call
Labto-of, which happens in a sacred location set aside
only for these rituals. Villagers gather inside but are
kept at a significant distance from the actual ceremony.
Many of the villagers, who are seen as lower-standing
than those participating in the ritual, may never step
foot on the sacred ground. The ritual begins when each
of the villages represented brings in an animal (often
depicted by a person), which mocks the other villages
represented. This initial action is done to create a sense
of belonging for each village and to prepare them for the battle ritual.
The battle ritual of Labto-of is participated in by males only who are highly skilled, revered, and
have spent their lives preparing for this honor. These nearly god-like men are required to wear
ritualistic costumes that help them look more intimidating. One important part of the traditional
outfit is a headdress that enlarges the size of the participant’s head, once again creating the allusion
that the ritual participant is more dominating than the others at the battle. It is also not uncommon
to see those villagers who come to witness the ritual also wearing similar headdresses, though there
seems to be no coherence and other headdresses are also visible.
“The actual ritual can be seen as a violent dance of giving
and taking, of holding tight and letting go. The sacred
raisin, the central object of the rite, is shepherded in one
moment and might be thrown up in the air in the next…
Even though 3, 4 or 5 enemies are about to overwhelm
the holder, the fanaticism causes the warrior to disregard
his own safety and willingly take serious injuries as long
as the holy object stays safe.”
If you have not already realized it, the “battle” being described is best known as football (or Labtoof spelled backwards). Likewise, Nacirema is “American” backwards. The hope in writing articles
like this is to challenge our stereotypes of other cultures as “exotic” and our own culture as
“normal.” The more we study our culture, the more we realize how strange many of the things we
see as normal really are.

For more of the story, visit: http://www.ethnography.com/2015/10/battle-ritual-among-the-nacirema/
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An Outsider Perspective
Though there are things we may see as normal (or even right or wrong), that does not mean those
things translate into different cultures. Below are some quotes from people around the world
describing what they experienced while visiting the United States.
India: “Americans seem to be in a perpetual hurry. Just watch the way they walk down the street.
They never allow themselves the leisure to enjoy life; there are too many things to do.”
Kenya: “Americans appear to us rather distant. They are not really as close to other people—even
fellow Americans—as Americans overseas tend to portray. It's almost as if an American says, ‘I
won't let you get too close to me.’ It's like building a wall.”
Turkey: “Once we were out in a rural area in the middle of nowhere and saw an American come to
a stop sign. Though he could see in both directions for miles and no traffic was coming, he still
stopped!”
Colombia: “The tendency in the United States to think that life is only work hits you in the face.
Work seems to be the one type of motivation.”
Indonesia: “In the United States everything has to be talked about and analyzed. Even the littlest
thing has to be ‘Why, Why, Why?’ I get a headache from such persistent questions.”
Ethiopia: “The American is very explicit; he wants a yes or no. If someone tries to speak
figuratively, the American is confused.”
Iran: “The first time ... my [American] professor told me, ‘I don't know the answer. I will have to
look it up,’ I was shocked. I asked myself, ‘Why is he teaching me?’ In my country a professor would
give the wrong answer rather than admit ignorance.”
From the article “Communicating across Cultural Barrier” by Nancy Adler

You are a guest in the country you are visiting.
Brainstorm appropriate ways to
ask questions and practice listening.
Remember: You are a learner, not a teacher!
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Cultural Value Orientation
The Cultural Value Orientation can help give us a glimpse into some tendencies that one might find
in a culture. Obviously, every culture has people that fall at various points on the spectrum, but the
goal is to give you some language for how to discuss tendencies for a cultural group as a whole.
Time Orientation: The clock determines when things start and end or events begin and end when
all the participants feel the time is right.
Clock

Event

Context: Context refers to the shared history people have in a certain place. High context refers to
places where people have a long history together; low context refers to shorter history. Related to
context is direct/indirect communication. High context cultures tend to communicate in indirect
ways (the meaning is found in the context) where low context cultures tend to communicate in
direct ways (the meaning is found in the words).
Low

High

Collectivist: This refers to one’s primary source of identity, community (high collectivist) or
individual (low collectivist).
Low

High

Power Distance: This refers to the social distance between leaders and followers.
Low

High

Uncertainty Avoidance: This is the extent to which a culture is at ease with risk and
unpredictability.
High

Low

On the above spectrum, place an X where you think the United States falls.
Place an * where you think the country you will be visiting falls.
From the book, Serving with Eyes Wide Open, updated ed. by David Livermore, pgs. 129-138
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Estimates of Cultural Orientation
Time
Power
Uncertainty
Orientation Context Collectivist Distance Avoidance

Global Clusters
Nordic Europe: Denmark, Finland,
Norway, Sweden, etc.
Anglo: Australia, Canada, Ireland, New
Zealand, South Africa (white), UK, US, etc.
Germanic Europe: Austria, Belgium,
Germany, Netherlands, Switzerland, etc.
Eastern Europe: Albania, Bulgaria, Czech
Republic, Estonia, Greece, Hungary,
Poland, Romania, Russia, Serbia, etc.
Latin Europe: France, Italy, Portugal,
Spain, etc.
Latin America: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil,
Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Guatemala,
Mexico, Venezuela, etc.
Confucian Asia: China, Hong Kong,
South Korea, Taiwan, etc.
Japan and Singapore
Southern Asia: India, Indonesia, Malaysia,
Philippines, Thailand, etc.
Sub-Sahara Africa: Nigeria, South Africa
(black), Zambia, Zimbabwe, etc.
Arab: Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait,
Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Qatar, Saudi
Arabia, Syria, , Turkey, UAE, Yemen, etc.
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Med

Low

Low

Clock

Low

Low

Low

Low

Clock

Low

Med

Low

Med

Event*

High

Med*

Med

High

Event

Med

Med

Med

High

Event

Med

High*

High

High

Clock

High

High

Med

Low

Clock

High

High

Med

High

Event

High

High
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Med

Event

High
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Med

Med

Event

High

High
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Med

*Denotes countries within the region that may have wide variance in this particular value.

From the book, Serving with Eyes Wide Open, updated ed. by David Livermore, pg. 137

The Bible and Culture
Even the way we read the Bible is cultural. For example, read Matthew 5:44-45 as a team.
God “sends the rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.” What does that mean?

In some African cultures, rain is not looked at as a negative or depressing thing as it is often
portrayed in American culture. In fact, rain is seen as blessing. Rather than suggesting God sends
bad things to all people, this passage reminds African readers that God blesses all people. Even
simple passages can be read differently in different cultures.
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Culture Stress

Culture Stress
Culture Stress is anxiety with being in a cross-cultural context.

Some of the biggest challenges to adjusting to a new culture are the simplest activities. Things like
brushing your teeth and other normal, everyday rituals must often be adjusted. These are activities
we normally do without thinking so we can spend our mental energy on other, more important
things. We expect things to be different when we travel to another culture, but we tend to forget
that even the most routine activities take more of our energy than usual.
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Three Phases

New and exciting: Everything you see is incredible; life seems idyllic.
Everything is awful: All you can see are the problems: the food, the culture, the people, the place,
everything!
Familiar and confident: You have learned to navigate the challenges of a different culture. You are
no longer idealistic, but you have learned to live comfortably.
In most cases, you won’t leave the first phase of culture stress during your trip.
But the missionaries you encounter certainly experience the range, so give them grace.
From the book, Northpoint GlobalX Field Guide

Coping
1. Give yourself space. When culture stress strikes, give yourself some time alone to process.
2. Ask questions. If you are confused by something, ask questions of your host in a nonthreatening way.
3. Rest. Lack of sleep contributes negatively to our emotional health.
4. Be open. Being willing to be open or to be changed is an important attitude when you
travel.
5. Get involved. The more you involve yourself in the lives of those who are different from
you, the more you will be able to truly see them for who they are.
What strategies will you use to deal with culture stress?
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