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Unissons-Nous, Lisieux, 4th-7th August 2002

Seminar Track Title - Cultural Relevance: 

Track Outline

Delivery: Both seminars will be a mix of teaching, small group work and guided discussion. 

Session 1: What is Culture? 

Topics: 
	Origin of culture 
	Experience of culture 
	The kingdom of God and culture 
	Culture and sub-culture 

Aims: 
This session aims to enable us; 
§	to reflect biblically on the reality of culture in human society. 
§	to explore our personal experience of culture and to highlight differences between cultures, with particular reference to Anglo/French cultures. 
§	to explore the interplay between the kingdom of God and culture and the strengths/weaknesses/opportunities/threats in this interplay. 

Session 2: Culture and Communication 

Topics: 
	How culture impacts communication 
	Enculturating the gospel 
	Jesus' use of parables 

Aims: 
This session aims to enable us; 
§	to appreciate how cultural differences affect communication. 
§	to explore the need to appropriately enculturate the gospel (and the resultant church) and to learn from historical examples. 
§	to explore one of Jesus' parables in depth to learn how he used cultural forms to powerfully communicate with his hearers. 


Session 1 - What is Culture?

Greet each other - make no reference, do it later.

Right at the outset we want to tell you that the notes for these seminars, in English and French, are available on our website - www.marchsite.com

1	The Origin of Culture:
Culture is ultimately a gift of God. Gen. 1:28 is called 'the cultural mandate'.

God blessed them and said to them, "Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground."	[NIV]

God's command to «fill the earth» requires the separation of groups of peoples. Groups spread out and take responsibility for new territories. We know that as soon as groups of people are isolated from each other, culture develops. It is a natural process that God has 'built in' as part of our humanity. God loves diversity. We only have to look at the creation and the millions of types of plants and flowers, or even look at the faces in this room!

Sadly, as we know, man refused to obey God's command to spread out, to diversify and to develop new cultures. Instead mankind stayed together. God wanted mankind to find fulfilment in our relationship with him. Instead, mankind came up with a great project. An audacious construction project. Something to be achieved by human beings working together. Working without God. In fact, working in direct opposition to God. The project was the Tower of Babel 

Then they said, "Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves and not be scattered over the face of the whole earth." [Genesis 11:4 NIV]

Their motivation is to make a name for themselves - in other words, pride. In the garden of Eden pride led to the fall. Man wanted to be like God. Building this immense tower would bring recognition. It would be a memorial. It would lead to a kind of immortality. The immortality which had been denied man with the loss of access to the tree of life.

In Eden man and creation were perfect. That must mean that the language they spoke was perfect. It must have been an incredible language. A language capable of perfectly expressing every human emotion. A language capable of accurately describing every human experience. Our experience of language is often frustrating. We find great difficulty in saying what we feel. We lack the vocabularly to truly express our deepest emotions. Unknowingly, we long for the language of Eden. Until Babel, man had retained that language. Peope could still perfectly express themselves. There was no misunderstanding. No communication difficulty. No lack of adequate words. But seeing man's rebellion, God's response was to force mankind to separate. 

The LORD said, "If as one people speaking the same language they have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them.  Come, let us go down and confuse their language so they will not understand each other." [Genesis 11:6-7 NIV]

God forced man to separate through language. In some supernatural way, God pours out new languages. The language of Eden is lost. People can no longer understand each other.

After the fall man's ability to communicate with God was damaged. At Babel man's ability to communicate with each other is damaged.

As a result of this language confusion, mankind is forced to separate into language groups. Human unity is broken. But, positively, 100's of new cultures start to emerge.

2	A Definition of Culture:
Small Group Activity:
In groups of 3 to 5 try to come up with a definition of what culture actually is. How do we explain it? What elements does it contain?

A dictionary definition of culture is:
«The inherited ideas, beliefs, values and knowledge which comprise the shared bases of social action»
or
«The total range of activities and ideas of a group of people with shared traditions transmitted and reinforced by the group»
2a	Culture and Sub-Culture:
Most people don't face the challenge of communicating across the barrier of culture. Most people live their whole lives within their own culture. However, in everyday life we all meet people from different sub-cultures. Many of the same problems have to be faced. A dictionary definition of sub-culture is:

«a sub-division of a national culture with a distinct, integrated network of behaviour, beliefs and attitudes.»

Small Group Activity:
In a group of 3 to 5 people identify some of the sub-cultural groups in your culture.

Did anyone come up with church? In fact charismatics would be a sub-sub-culture! 

3	The Experience of Culture:
We are still living in the shadow of Babel. We have to struggle to communicate with our brothers and sisters who speak different languages. We sometimes find people from other cultures difficult to understand. But there is a positive side too. We have the blessing and enrichment of hundreds of thousands of different human cultures.

Examples of French/English Cultural Differences
ways of greeting - We asked you to greet somebody at the start of this session. How did you get on? When we first moved to France even this simple activity was a minefield! In the U.K. when you meet somebody you simply say «hello». Maybe in a formal setting you will shake hands. In a church setting you might hug each other - but that is not very British! In France it is very complicated. There are different kinds of greeting - 

Least Intimate 	say «Bonjour»
shake hands,
2 kisses,
Most Intimate	4 kisses

For a British person it is very complicated! Also, when you meet a group of people, you must greet each person individually. You then have to remember which greeting is appropriate. Who do I shake hands with? Who do I do 2 kisses with? Who do I do 4 kisses with? And it changes! It can grow more intimate, or less intimate.

As a British man I found it quite embarrassing kissing women I didn't know and in public! But you can get to like it!

In French you also have the «tu» or «vous» form of «you». These different ways of greeting, different ways of addressing people, they make it very clear who is friends with whom. And also who aren't good friends.

As British people we felt these things to be very divisive. We wanted to act like everybody was our friend. We were very uncomfortable making distinctions between people. However, we came to recognise that the French way is at least honest. We aren't best friends with everybody. Some people we hardly even know. Why should we greet them in the same way we greet a life-long friend? The French at least recognise honestly how relationships really are. Also, among friends, it positively affirms that friendship in a public way.

meetings/decision making process - In French culture it is extremely important that everyone has their say in making a decision. This is more important,even, than whether or not a decision is reached. Also, French culture seems suspicious of people who «push» themselves forward. So people are generally reluctant to appoint or to be recognised as «leaders». This can be very frustrating for British people. Especially if there are time constraints. It can seem like a really inefficient way of working. In difficult decisions it can take a very long time to arrive at consensus - if possible at all.

Also French culture prefers face to face human interaction. French people don't like doing business over the 'phone, or via the internet. It can seem for British people that nothing can be achieved without a rendez-vous! In France it took us 3 rendez-vous, endless form filling and photo-copying to open a bank account. In Britain, I could have done it in 5 minutes over the internet.

The positive side of this is the building of relationships. It is also an affirmation of the importance of people. In Britain it can often seem that people are much less important than getting things done efficiently.

pattern of the day - Supermarkets and banks generally close between 12-2pm in France. This is gradually changing, particularly in the cities. British people tend to be used to 'constant availability'. They are used to being able to buy what they want, whenever they want. The French system promotes a healthier pace of life. It is also positive for workers.

Also the French tend to eat much later on in the evening, between 8 and 10. This means children generally go to bed later. Sharon and I miss not having time together after the children have gone to bed! This can also cause problems for church life. English churches generally start their evening meetings before French people have eaten!

emotional distance - For British people, politeness requires us to maintain eye contact with the person who is talking to us. Not doing this implies that we are rude, or that the speaker is boring. French people behave differently. The French have a 'méfiance' of being drawn into emotional responses. They want to be rational and calculated in their decisions. Thus they can be looking around the room, or writing whilst listening to someone talk. To a British person thay can seem disinterested. Or even bored. This French mistrust of emotion is in sharp contrast to some American/British church cultures. In some branches of Christianity, the more emotionally powerful an experience is, the more 'real' it is. A French person would think the opposite.

attitude to learning - French children can go to school very early. They seem to be under constant pressure to succeed academically. Each year they sit a range of tests. If they don't pass them they have to re-do the year. This means children exprience success or failure, very early in life. In Britain, the philosophy is more about trying to affirm and encourage. The British system doesn't want children to be branded as failures so early in life. The French see themselves as only being practical. You have to face reality. The French school system seeks to better develop a child's sense of independence. Many children have to leave home at 15 to go all week to lycée.

4	The Kingdom of God and Culture:
With the coming of Jesus, the Kingdom of God was birthed. Something new started to happen. With the crucifixion of Christ comes the tearing of the veil in the temple. The ability of man to communicate with God - damaged by the fall - is now restored. At Pentecost the ability of man to communicate with each other - damaged at Babel - is now restored.

When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven. When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard them speaking in his own language. [Acts 2:1-6 NIV]

At Babel God had supernaturally confused the languages of mankind. This prevented their working together in disobedience to God. At Pentecost the Holy Spirit comes and supernaturally enables mankind to communicate again. The Holy Spirit comes to empower the church for mission. Mankind can now work together in relationship with God to build the Kingdom of God. This outpouring of tongues is also a sign. A sign that when the Kingdom of God has fully come, with the return of Christ, we will no longer be separated from each other by the barrier of language. Hallelujah! 

4a	The Kingdom Come:
Revelation gives us wonderful pictures of heaven. 

After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no-one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their hands.
And they cried out in a loud voice: "Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb." [Rev 7:9f NIV]

5 or 6 times in the book of Revelation it specifically states that every tribe, nation, people and language will be represented in heaven. It is as if God wants to really make the point. Our cultures won't separate us from each other there. I wish we had more details about this! Will there still be culturally different groups in heaven? We will worship using some of the cultural forms we developed on earth? I don't know. The Bible doesn't say. But I believe God loves diversity too much too strip all these wonderful differences away from us!

4b	The Kingdom Now:
However heaven works out, it is a great hope to look forward to. But how should our hope of heaven affect our lives here and now? If we call ourselves Christians, then we claim to be part of the Kingdom of God. That means that we claim to be living by Kingdom values now. Now that is a difficult assignment, because the Kingdom isn't fully realised. The Kingdom is now and not yet. But if we are going to be authentically Christian, living by Kingdom values is what we are commanded to do.

Now we know that no human culture is perfect. In a fallen creation everything is touched by sin, including culture. We live in a time in which all cultures are in the process of being redeemed. Christ stands above culture. Christ affirms some things in each culture and challenges others. As Christians we cannot use our cultures as an excuse for not being Christlike. We need to allow the Holy Spirit to sanctify those elements of our culture that are contrary to the will of God. As we seek to live by Kingdom values, sometimes we will have to challenge cultural values. Other times Kingdom values will affirm cultural values.

Small Group Activity:
In a group of 3 to 5 people reflect on your own culture and try to identify some values which are opposed to Kingdom values and some values which affirm Kingdom values.

4c	Embodying Kingdom Values:
If you are looking for the one place in the World where you are likely to find Kingdom values such as justice, forgiveness, righteousness - that place should be the church. If you can't find these values in the church of Christ then you aren't likely to find them anywhere. That is our calling, to live out these values in our church communities. Churches and Christian families should be 'colonies of heaven'. Places where Kingdom values can be seen and demonstrated.

One of those values, I believe, should be cultural openness. The ability to love others regardless of their cultural background. Human nature is to be drawn to «people like us». A statistical study showed Donald MacGavran that this was true even in conversion. This led him to define something he called the «Homogenous Unit Principle». In this he states that people don't want to cross barriers of race or class in order to come to Christ. He concluded that, in order to stand the best chance of evangelistic success, churches should be mono-cultural. However, I don't agree with the Homogenous Unit Principle. I believe God calls us to take a prophetic stand against the natural human inclination to only like «people like us».

At the crucifixion there is a wonderful prophetic picture described in Luke 23:40-47. The repentant thief asks Jesus to remember him when he comes into his kingdom. Jesus promises this Jew that he will be with him in paradise. Then we are told that the veil in the temple was torn in two. Jesus then gives up his spirit and dies. The Roman Centurion, standing guard, has witnessed all that has happened. He represents the Gentile nations. He testifies that truly Jesus was the Son of God [Mark 15:39]. This is a prophetic picture of what the church will be. Jew and Gentile united. Both enjoying free access to God. Testifying together to Christ and worshiping him.

Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all. [Colossians 3:11 NIV]

For me, if this means anything at all, it means that the church is to be radically different. All of the things we erect as barriers between us are to be overcome by our oneness in Christ. Christ is supra-cultural. He is beyond culture. And the heart of what it means to be a Christian is supra-cultural too. That is why when we meet Christians, even from different cultures, we often feel very quickly at one with them. What we share at the centre of our existence - a personal relationship with Christ - is greater than our cultural differences.

Small Group Discussion:
In small groups evaluate how well you and your church are at loving across cultural/sub-cultural barriers? Is your church and it's evangelism an example of the 'Homogenous Unit Principle', or do you reach a diverse range of people?

5	Conclusion:
Well that is the end of session 1. We have looked at the origin and destiny of culture. We have seen how culture impacts our lives. We have looked at the relationship between the kingdom of God and culture. I hope we have all been challenged to reflect on how we live out kingdom values, both personally, within our families and corporately in our churches.

In the next session we will focus on how culture impacts the process of communication. We will look at Jesus' use of parables to communicate in a culturally appropriate way. We will also look at how culture impacts the «shape» of the church.


Session 2 - Culture and Communication

In this session we are going to look at how culture affects our ability to communicate. We will look at some of the communication problems caused by culture. But, I hope we will also see how culture can help us communicate. I hope things will become clearer as we go along!

A missionary's tale Adapted from 'Poles Apart', John R. Davis, pub ATA Books & the Theological Book Trust, 1993.:
In order to introduce the subject and to get us thinking about communication, I would like to tell you a story.

A young missionary arrives in Thailand. He has the gospel burning in his heart and desperately wants to share it with the Thai people. However, he soon discovers that Thai is a very difficult tonal language. He realises that it is going to take several years of study before his language is good enough to communicate with the Thai people.

He gets depressed. How can he possibly live with this burning desire to share the gospel? Suddenly he has an idea. He knows that John 3:16 is 'the gospel in a nutshell'. If he could learn to recite this verse in perfect Thai, at least he would be sharing the gospel. He has the faith to believe that the Holy Spirit will use this proclamation of the Word of God.

So he works with a native Thai speaker. Eventually he can recite John 3:16 in perfect Thai. He starts to recite this verse to everyone he meets. He walks around the market place shouting this verse aloud. He is very happy. At last he is able to proclaim the gospel to the Thai people!

However, if he asks his hearers what they make of his 'gospel', he will be very surprised. They think his message is complete gobbledegook! Why does his perfect Thai make no sense to them?

Firstly, when he says «For God so loved the world», the word for «God» in Thai can mean the sun, the moon, the stars, the members of the Royal Family, members of the Buddhist priesthood, Hindu mythological Gods, special sacred places or images of Buddha. All of these are covered by the same word. In fact about the only thing it never means is «God» as understood in a Christian sense!

Secondly, when he says that this God «loved the world», that is incomprehensible for Buddhists. For a Buddhist all relational attachments imply emotion. The goal for a Buddhist is to be free of all disturbing emotions. Any God who still has relationships hasn't yet achieved Enlightenment. He cannot then be much of a God! This God certainly isn't equal to the Buddha.

Thirdly, the statement that this God gave «his only son» is completely incomprehensible. The idea of God's having children is just unimaginable.

Fourthly, this verse demands that we believe and trust. This is totally contrary to the Buddhist concept of salvation. Salvation in Theravada Buddhism is not dependent upon anybody or anything.

Lastly, the result of the Good News, «that you may have everlasting life» is the ultimate obstacle to understanding. Everlasting life is the last thing a Buddhist wants! He wants to be free from the endless cycle of re-incarnation and achieve Nirvana.

Do you start to see the problem?

Effective communication can only be determined by how the Receptor perceives and understands the message, not how accurately the Communicator thinks he has delivered it.

Our missionary friend thinks he is communicating. His message makes sense to him. But communication only takes place when the hearer understands the message.

We need to be 'receptor oriented' in our communication of the gospel. We need not to focus on how well we feel we are communicating - but to discover what our audience actually perceives.

Group Work:
In small groups spend 3 minutes exploring what would be the things in the following verse that your neighbours, friends, colleagues would have hard time understanding.

For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. Rom. 6:23
1	Myths Concerning Communication Communication Theory for Christian Witness, Charles H. Kraft, Orbis Books, 1991.
An American missiologist, Charles H. Kraft, has identified some common misconceptions, or myths, concerning the communication of the gospel. Communicating the gospel is a mysterious process. It is accomplished by God through the action of the Holy Spirit. Yet it is through the ordinary efforts of human beings that God chooses to work.

There are therefore two extremes to avoid when thinking about this. We can be too 'spiritual'. This means we place too much emphasis on God' s activity, and so feel there is nothing we can do to help others understand the gospel. On the other hand we can over-emphasise the pragmatic, technical aspect - our human part, and so minimise our dependance upon God and the mysterious work of he Holy Spirit. We need to be aware of both of these dangers as we consider how best to communicate the gospel. 

I would like to share a selection of Kraft's myths which help illustrate this problem.

1	The words of the Bible are so powerful that all that people need to bring them to Christ is to be exposed to the hearing or reading the Bible.
We need to remember the example of the Ethiopian Eunuch. He was reading the Bible. However, he still needed someone to come alongside him and explain it to him. Hearing and intelligent understanding are quite different things. Intelligent understanding requires person to person, long-term communication. It requires a conversation, not a monologue. God's primary vehicle of communication is people. People who, by their words and their actions, live out the gospel.

2	The sermon is an effective vehicle for bringing about life change.
The monologue method of communication is increasingly ineffective in our culture. People do not want to be told answers. People want to explore their own questions. Maybe this is why the ALPHA course has been so successful. Certainly there are times when God speaks powerfully and in a life changing way, through a sermon. However, for most people, for most of the time, weekly sermons can only affirm what they have already learned. Or consolidate things they have studied in other ways during the week.

3	What people really need is more information.
Why do people refuse to become Christians? We sometimes assume that it is a lack of information. Therefore we see our job as evangelists being to give them more information. However, the real problem is often spiritual. Some barrier prevents their responding. Maybe they simply lack the will to respond. More information will not help these people. What they require is the Holy Spirit's activity in their lives.

4	The Holy Spirit will make up for all mistakes if we are sincere, spiritual and prayerful enough.
God could do this, and I'm sure that sometimes he does. However, I don't think that we can use this as a 'get out' clause for our communicational blunders. I think one of our privileges as believers is to work in partnership with God. That means God gives us some responsibilities - if we mess up, if we fail to do our job well, others suffer.

When I say to the wicked, ‘O wicked man, you will surely die,’ and you do not speak out to dissuade him from his ways, that wicked man will die for his sin, and I will hold you accountable for his blood. But if you do warn the wicked man to turn from his ways and he does not do so, he will die for his sin, but you will be saved yourself. [Ezekiel 33:8f NIV]

I hope that in considering these myths helps us get a balanced understanding of evangelism. We need to acknowledge our total reliance upon God. However, at the same time we need to make sure that we are fulfilling our responsibility. That we are communicating in the best possible way.


2	Enculturating the Gospel:
In order to communicate in the best possible way, missiologists have done a lot of research. They have tried to understand the process of communication - particularly in it's most difficult form - across cultures.
According to communication theory, the following elements are involved in communicating cross-culturally adapted from Communication Theory for Christian Witness, Charles H. Kraft, Orbis Books, 1991.;

Element
Description
Involves
Worldviews 
ways of viewing the world. 
A person's understanding of supernature, nature, humanity and time.
Cognitive Processes 
ways of thinking 
Either conceptual, intuitive, experiential or relational.
Linguistic Forms 
ways of expressing ideas.
Time specific or 'mood', abstract or specific.
Behavioural Patterns 
ways of acting 
Body language, gestures and ritual.
Communication Media 
ways of channelling the message 
Verbal, text/picture, drama.
Social Structures 
ways of interacting 
Communication 'paths' through opinion leaders.
Motivational Sources 
ways of deciding 
Who can decide, when and how.

I know that looks very complicated! I would like to tell you the story of Father Vincent Donovan. I think that his experiences will help us understand these concepts.

Vincent Donovan Christianity Rediscovered, Vincent J. Donovan, SCM Press, 1978. was a Roman Catholic missionary priest. He was based on a typical mission station in the middle of Masailand in Africa. The work of the mission station comprised a hospital, a school and a small church. The hospital and school were busy and valued by the people. However, the only openly Christian activity was the catechising of the school children. Disappointingly, none of the catechised and baptised children continued to practice the Christian faith when they returned to their tribes.

Donovan realised that 100 years of missionary activity had produced only a school, a hospital and a largely unattended chapel. It had had no impact at all on the spiritual life of the surrounding tribes. He concluded that it was a useless model for mission. He decided to try something different. He decided to visit all the Masai tribes. He wouldn't take the offer of schooling for their children. He wouldn't take the offer of medicine and of hospitals. He would only offer them the chance to hear the gospel.

The Masai were intrigued to hear of his desire to talk to them about God. They readily agreed that he could visit them. It was arranged that he would go once a week and speak to them. However as he began to do this, Donovan quickly came up against some cross-cultural communication problems;

Ways of Channelling the Message - Most of the Masai to which Donovan went were illiterate, particularly the influential elders. Thus his communication had to be purely oral. The Masai explore topics through discussion. They don't listen to lectures. Realising this, Donovan developed a new model for taking the gospel to these people. He would introduce some theme. He would ask them for their opinion on it. Then he would share his own beliefs on the subject. In other words, there was dialogue.

Ways of Acting - When the Masai are listening to someone talk, they have a special way of making sure that everyone is paying attention. The speaker says «Say one» at the start of his talk. Then, without warning throughout his speech, he will suddenly say «say two». Or any number that he chooses. The audience must immediately respond with the same number! Another thing they do is suddenly pause. The audience have to recognise the pause and repeat the last thing the speaker said. It might be a good thing in churches! They also love parables and riddles. Donovan used all of these things in his communication of the gospel.

Ways of Interacting - The Masai are led by a system of Elders. Any decision made by the tribe must first be considered by these Elders. The elders then present the decision and their ideas to the people. Donovan was obliged to communicate with the Elders first. They then shared his message with the people. Donovan would then question individuals to see how well things had been understood and communicated.

Ways of Deciding / Ways of Acting - The Masai are tribal. An individual separated from his tribe is a non-person. An individual could not possibly survive on his own. In tribal society, people's lives are completely interwoven. Tribal life is also deeply religious in almost every aspect. If someone was to become a Christian, it would be impossible for them to continue to live in the tribe. An individual convert would have to leave, effectively becoming a non-person in their culture. They would also probably be totally dependent upon the mission station. Donovan realised that for these people to become Christian it would have to be a community decision.

I hope that Donovan's story has helped us get a grasp on how these concepts affect real-life sharing of the gospel. You might be wondering how the experience of a missionary in Africa can help us in Western Europe? Well, the same concepts hold true for all communication. Certainly, there is not same cultural distance between us and our hearers as existed between Donovan and the Masai. As Christians we live within a Christian sub-culture. We often forget that the people around us live within a very different culture. They have differnt values, behaviour patterns, attitudes, etc. They live in a Post-modern, Western culture. We still have to do all the same work as Donovan in order to find the best way to communicate with our hearers.

Think about the first element, «ways of viewing the world». A 'new age' person with his concept of Gaia (holistic approach, earth as a spiritual entity) will have a very different concept of the world than someone who is an atheist and believes in mechanistic evolution. Our approach to sharing the gospel will have to be different in each case.

If we take the second element, «ways of thinking», our new-ager will be more likely to be experiential in his search for truth. Our atheist, evolutionist friend is much more likely to be conceptual in his approach.

The third element, «ways of expressing ideas», our new-ager will be more likely to express his ideas in abstract narrative stories. Our atheist, evolutionist will be much more specific and formal.

For people from Western culture the last 4 elements are likely to be quite similar.

3	Parables and Communication:
I hope that we are now getting an idea of the difficulties in communicating in a culturally relevant way. We have seen some of the communication barriers caused by culture. But, as I said at the start, culture can also help us to communicate. Jesus, as in all things, is our best example. In the gospels we discover that Jesus used parables to communicate with his own culture. Parables are an incredibly effective means of communication. The reason for this is that they take aspects of everyday life, things that people already know about and understand, and they use them to explain spiritual truths and principles. Parables use culture to communicate the gospel.

Jesus tells a parable in Luke chapter 15:11-24. It is the story of a father and his two sons. The first part of the story tells about the outrageous behaviour of the younger son. However, the father's handling of this problem is completely unexpected, shocking even. But on the surface it is just a story about a family with problems. Jesus, however, uses this everyday story to explain something profound. It gradually dawns on his audience that this is also the story of them and God. God is the father who loves us. We are younger sons who rebel.

As Westerners we don't feel the horror of the son's behaviour. Neither do we appreciate the outrageous nature of the father actions. In order to try to help us feel the power of this parable, we will try to highlight some of the key cultural elements. We will try to feel the parable as Jesus' hearers would have felt it. I have based this study on a book written by Kenneth Bailey. He lived in and studied Semitic culture over a long period. He then brought his deep knowledge of this culture to his study of the parables of Jesus. adapted from 'Poet & Peasant and Through Peasant Eyes - a combined edition', Kenneth E. Bailey, William B. Eerdmans, 1983.. Read Luke 15:11-24.

3a	The Structure:
This structure is called «Inverted Parallelism» and has 12 stanzas. This is a particular literary form of the culture in which Jesus lived. Jesus uses this form in order to communicate with his contemporaries.


1 - A son is lost - «Give me my share»

	2 - Goods wasted in extravagant living.

		3 - Everything lost - «he spent everything - he began to want»

			4 - The great sin - «feeding pigs for gentiles»

				5 - Total rejection - «no-one gave him anything»

					6 - A change of mind - «he came to himself - I perish here»

					6' - An initial repentance - «make me a servant (I will pay it back)»

				5' - Total acceptance - «his father ran and kissed him»

			4' - The great repentance - «I am no longer worthy to be called your son»

		3' - Everything gained - a robe, ring, and shoes (restoration to sonship)

	2' - Goods used in joyful celebration

1' - A son is found - «My son was dead and is alive, was lost and is found»


3b	Analysis:
v. 11-12 set the scene. A totally shocking beginning. The Jewish listeners would understand that the younger son is actively wishing for his father's death. He is asking for his inheritance before his father is dead. No Jewish/Arab law allows a son to have share whilst his father is still alive. This was a terrible insult to the father. The custom was for things to be decided at point of death or after. There were strict rules governing inheritance - the elder son received all goods and he then provided for the younger children. Jesus shocks his hearers right away. This beginning expresses in the most powerful way that the father-son relationship is broken. The father is insulted. The younger son is disgraced in eyes of his family and of the whole community.

Almost unbelievably the father agrees to the son's request and divides his property. You can imagine the horror of Jesus hearers. The elder son by his silence rejects his responsibility to reconcile his brother to his father.

v. 13 The prodigal leaves and engages in wild and irresponsible living. (in the sense of wasteful/indolent/luxurious). 

v. 14 Famine strikes. Now as a lone Jew in a foreign country without friends, family or living, he is the most vulnerable of the vulnerable.

v. 15 The son seeks out a citizen of that country and attaches himself to him. The word used is literally «glues» himself to him. In this culture the socially acceptable way to get rid of unwanted «hangers on» was to give them a job you knew they would refuse. So the man asks him (a Jew) to feed the pigs. To the amazement of Jesus' hearers, the son is so desperate he does it! It is easy to imagine the shock and disgust of those listening, especially the Pharisees.

v. 16 He tried to fill his stomach with the pods the pigs were eating - but he couldn't. They were eating a thorny shrub usually used as firewood. But times were so hard that the pigs are being fed with it. This plant has black berries which taste horrible. They don't contain enough nourishment to keep a man alive, so he could never be satisfied. Also «no-one gave him anything». Times were so difficult that even as an employee, he wasn't being fed.

v. 17-19. The boy reaches end of himself and so arrives at 'qualified' repentance - he is at least sorry for having wasted all his money. He plans to return and work on his father's land as a servant. There were 3 levels of servants in Jesus'' time.
	Bondsmen - who, as slaves, were a part of the estate and almost a part of the family.
	Slaves of a lower class - who were subordinate to the bondsmen.
	Hired servants - an outside, casual labourer who remained a free man.

The son chooses the latter. This had particular implications for Jesus' audience. By this they would understand that the son had not fully repented. He chooses the face-saving option. Something very important in the Semitic «shame» culture. As a hired servant, he will not be socially inferior to his father or brother. Thus he will maintain his pride and his independence. He will try to pay his father back what he owes him. He wants no grace. He will save himself. He will have to face the anger and scorn of the village. They will have been outraged by his behaviour. But that is a problem he just has to face.

v. 20 No doubt the father expects his son to meet with disaster in his travels. He son is assumed dead. If he makes it back it will be as a beggar. He also knows how the community will greet his son. As soon as he is spotted on the outskirts of the village a crowd will gather. Extreme verbal or even physical abuse will follow. The father, watching and waiting, sees his son a long way off. He immediately undertakes a series of dramatic actions. These actions are designed to protect his son from the hostility of the village and to restore him to the community. 

He runs. For an Eastern nobleman this is deeply humiliating behaviour. In Semitic culture important men walk slowly. Aristotle says «Great men never run in public.» The father publicly humiliates himself in order to greet and protect his son.

The father makes public reconciliation with his son at edge of the village. Thus the son enters the village under the protective care of the father's acceptance. He is protected from the mob.

The son no doubt expected ruthless hostility. Instead he is met by the visible demonstration of love in humiliation. There are no words, just actions. It would have been fitting for the son to kiss his father's hand, or even his feet as a sign of repentance. But before he can do anything his father embraces him and kisses his cheek. The word for «kiss» here means kiss again and again.

v. 21 The son is overwhelmed. He doesn't share his previous plan about being a hired servant. He is shattered by his father's demonstration of love in humiliation. He sees that the real problem is not the money that has been wasted, but the relationship that has been broken. It is a break which he cannot heal. He understands that any new relationship must be a pure gift from the father. This involves self-abasement on the son's part. He has to give up his pride and independence if he wants to be in relationship with his father. His response, «I am unworthy», shows his true repentance.

v.22 The father acts in such a way as to confirm his son's new status to his servants and to the villagers. He commands the servants to dress the son. This confirms the son's position in the family. The robe to be worn is the one which belongs to the father. The one he would wear on feast days and on grand occasions. As the guests arrive at the banquet they will see the son wearing his father's robe and this will guarantee the son's acceptance, (c.f. eschatological significance Isaiah 61:10). 

The ring is the father's signet ring - the legal representation of him. This shows the complete trust of the father in his son.

Shoes indicate that he is a free man in the house, not a servant. When servants put someone's shoes on, it indicates that they accept him as their master.

v. 23 A calf is killed, not a small sheep or goat. This shows that the whole village is to be invited to the feast. It is not just going to be a family event. Normally calves were only killed for the most important of events - the marriage of the eldest son, the visit of the governor of the province. A calf killed implies at least 100 people to be invited.

v.24 The son swallows his pride. He accepts pure grace. The father and son rejoice together.

I hope that this highlights some of the richness of this parable. Jesus uses his own cultural forms and values in order to powerfully communicate to his hearers. He reverses many of their norms and their expectations. He thus confronts them with a new understanding of the love of God and repentance, acceptance and grace.

4	Enculturating the Church:
We have looked at the things we need to consider in order to be culturally relevant. We have considered the necessity of presenting the gospel in a way that makes sense to our hearers. We looked at how Jesus used elements of his own culture to help his hearers understand spiritual truths. Now we will look at church and culture. The church too needs to consider culture. The «shape» the church has should be appropriate to its cultural context.

We all know about the mistakes made by the Victorian missionaries. When they took the gospel to the far corners of the world, they also took British, or Western, culture. This placed many unnecessary barriers in the way of people coming to Christ. One such example from Thailand is the wearing of white dresses at weddings. For Thai Buddhists, white is the colour of mourning. They couldn't understand why Christians were sad about getting married! Even more bizarre is that the British custom of brides and bridesmaids wearing white dresses dates from pagan times. The original reason for them all being dressed in the same way was so that the demons would not know who was the bride! But this was exported to Thailand as an essential part of Christian culture!

Now I'm not saying that having brides and bridesmaids dressed in white is a bad thing. I'm sure that most Christians who have a «white wedding» are completely ignorant of its pagan origins. So it is merely an innocent cultural form. But is it something necessary or even desirable for Thai Christians? I don't think so! I think we should allow Thai Christians to identify the most appropriate forms within their culture. I think we should let them discover how to best embody the key values of the church. This freedom to be culturally relevant will make church-life complicated, but very interesting!

Let's look at an example of this from Father Vincent Donovan's work in taking the gospel to the Masai people.

4a	The Grass of Peace:
As Donovan went to the Masai tribes they started to become Christians. Donovan then had to help them become the church. They had to develop a culturally appropriate form of the liturgy. For example, bread and wine are not part of Masai life, so substitutes had to be found. Once the gospel had been clearly communicated to them, the Masai themselves decided to incorporate into the Mass something from their own culture that was particularly profound.

The Masai live by herding cattle. For them, grass is a sacred symbol. It is the basis of their whole life. It is a holy symbol. A symbol of peace, happiness and well-being. Whenever two people within a tribe disagree, in order to resolve this, one of them will pick up a handful of grass. He will offer it to the other. The other will receive it. This is an assurance that no violence will result because of this conflict. It is a commitment to work out their differences in harmony and community.

The Masai felt it right to incorporate this cultural action into the Mass. Thus when a priest came to a village to celebrate Mass, the first thing he would do was to pick up a tuft of grass. He would then offer it to the first person he met. He would say, «the peace of Christ». During all the readings, songs and dances that were part of the preparation for the Masai Mass, this «grass of peace» would circulate around the village. It would be passed from one person to another, with the words, «the peace of Christ». From time to time, there would be a particularly serious quarrel or disagreement within the tribe. One person might be so angry or hurt that they would refuse to accept this grass of peace. The elders would then gather and decide whether or not the Eucharist should be celebrated. If there was selfishness, hatefulness or a lack of forgiveness in the tribe, they would not make a sacrilege out of it by calling it the Body of Christ. They would only celebrate being one in Christ, after affirming to each other that they were one in Christ.

It is a powerful symbol isn't it? It is perhaps a lesson from the Masai to the Western church. Perhaps we lack an adequate symbolic act, such as the grass of peace, in order to express the true state of our inter-relationships. Something to powerfully remind us of our obligation to resolve our differences before celebrating the Mass.

4b	A French Meal as a Picture of the Mass:
Another very helpful example and one which Jesus himself used, is that of the Eucharist as an invitation to a meal. In the French context this is a very powerful image. In French culture, perhaps more so than in contemporary British culture, eating together is a highlight of family life. This is particularly true for fête days and other special occasions. 

Let us look at how our cultural experience of eating together help us understand the Eucharist.

Acts chapter 2 shows us the life of the early church. Jesus was no longer with them. But because of their belief in him they lived in a certain way. They often came together in order to listen, to pray, to share and to celebrate the Eucharist.



A meal.
The Eucharist.
We receive an invitation to a meal. We already know those who have invited us or have mutual friends. 
We are invited by Jesus himself to his table. All those who love Him - who are well-known to Him - are welcome.
The Arrival.
We join those who are already there, meet and greet each other.
Rassemblement.
We come together with others who have been invited. We say thank you to the Lord for His invitation. We prepare our hearts to receive the sacrament.
Conversation.
We make sure we thank our hosts for the invitation.
We exchange news. We listen to others and find out how they are.

Parole.
We listen to the Word of the Lord and answer by saying 'we believe.'
Then we pray for others, and, with Jesus, give thanks to God.
The meal.
We move to the table which has been made ready. We sit down with the others who have been invited and prepare to enjoy our friend's hospitality. We may think about absent friends - those who were invited but didn't come along, or those we wish could have been there but who are absent for other reasons.
We share the meal together.
La Communion.
The priest gives thanks for the elements and prepares them. The altar is made ready.
We remember the death and the resurrection of the Lord.
We remember the Church world-wide, those who have earthly responsibility for it and those who have gone before us in the faith.
We share the Eucharist together.
The parting.
We get ready to leave. We are sorry to part from one another and look forward to the next time. 
L'Envoi.
We leave. Jesus sends us out again to share the Good News with those who were not at the meal.

5	Conclusion:
I hope these two seminars have helped us better understand the phenomenon of culture. I hope they have helped us appreciate the origin of culture and the ultimate destiny of culture. As we live in between these two events, we have particular difficulties to face. Difficulties in living together and communicating. Particularly in communicating the gospel. But we also have the richness and joy of cultural diversity to celebrate.
I hope we have also grasped the challenge of enculturating the church. The challenge of trying to find how to be the church of Christ in a way that is true to the Bible. The challenge of being in harmony with the history of the church, but also culturally appropriate. I hope we've been encouraged by the things we can learn through this process. And also how we can learn from, and be enriched by, other cultures.
God grant us all the grace we need to live this out.
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