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As the cover page indicates, it takes strength to rise above those things that 

threaten us. The same is true in ministry and especially in ministry across cultures. 

The Lord has provided the ‘rope’ and also provides the inner strength we need to 

cling on to it and clamber to safer ground. There are realities that threaten to kill 

off effective ministry across cultures. In this booklet we will consider some of the 

major threats and how to address them.  

In the ancient world it was exceedingly dangerous to sail in the deep oceans. 

Ships hugged coastlines. In the ancient world the ‘Pillars of Hercules’ (now 

Gibraltar) was a gateway to the open seas through which few would dare to sail. 

Today many cling to their cultural coastlines and have their own pillars of 

Hercules beyond which they will not venture. When 

Christians share this mentality a barrier is set in the 

path of ministry across cultures. 

The apostle Paul was familiar with the practice of 

retreating armies who would deliberately place an 

obstacle in the way of pursuing forces, for example, 

by breaking up the road. In 1 Corinthians 9:12 Paul 

says, ‘we put up with anything rather than place a 

hindrance in the way of the gospel of Christ.’ Paul is 

determined to avoid placing any obstacle in the 

roadway along which the gospel travels.  

Our sovereign Lord has been clearing a path for Australian churches to take the 

gospel to all peoples. He has brought the nations to Australia in their millions. At 

any point in time hundreds of thousands of international students are studying in 

Australia. Many of these young people will take up leadership positions when 

they return to their own countries after completing their studies here. Yet, as 

things stand, perhaps only one in ten will have any significant Christian contact or 

even receive hospitality in an Aussie home while studying here.  

Where is the evidence that we share Paul’s resolve that no obstacle should stand 

in the way of getting the gospel to people from other cultures who are within our 

reach? 
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THE DANGER OF CULTURAL IDENTITY 

Apart from such things as the blinking of our eyes and other uncontrollable bodily 

processes, all that we think, value and do is learned behaviour, that is, cultural. 

Only in science fiction can we can travel back in time and change the conditions of 

our early childhood. We are all brought up in particular cultural contexts. Culture 

is as inescapable as the skin that clothes our bodies. It is painful when our skin is 

burnt or we lose skin in a fall. It can also be painful 

when our own cultural identity collides with the hard 

surface of other strong cultures. 

I Corinthians 9 makes it plain that one of the greatest 

obstacles to all effective gospel ministry, including 

ministry across cultures, is insistence upon my own 

identity and my own rights. Effective ministry across 

cultures begins when we are prepared to bend; with a 

preparedness to become like those we are trying to 

win for Christ; becoming all things to all men so that 

by all possible means we might save some. 

Bill Bryson relates how he arrived at an Oslo bus 

station just two minutes before the departure of the 

bus to Hammerfest. The girl at the ticket counter then 

told him she had no record of his reservation. I’ll let 

Bill Bryson tell the story from here: 

‘This isn’t happening,’ I said. ‘I’m still at home in 
England enjoying Christmas. Pass me a drop more 
port, will you, darling?’ Actually, I said, ‘There must 
be some mistake. Please look again.’ 

The girl studied the passenger manifest. ‘No, Mr 
Bryson, your name is not here.’ 

But I could see it, even upside-down. ‘There it is, 
second from the bottom.’ 

‘Though I am free and 

belong to no man, I make 

myself a slave to everyone, 

to win as many as possible. 

To the Jews I became like a 

Jew, to win the Jews. To 

those under the law I 

became like one under the 

law (though I myself am not 

under the law), so as to win 

those under the law. To 

those not having the law I 

became like one not having 

the law (though I am not 

free from God’s law but I 

am under Christ’s law), so 

as to win those not having 

the law. To the weak I 

became weak, to win the 

weak. I have become all 

things to all men so that by 

all possible means I might 

save some. I do all this for 

the sake of the gospel, that 

I may share in its blessings’ 

(1 Corinthians 9:19-23). 

MALLEABLE 
IDENTITY 
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‘No,’ the girl decided, ‘that says Bernt Bjornson. That’s a Norwegian name.’ 

‘It doesn’t say Bernt Bjornson. It says Bill Bryson. Look at the loop of the y, the 
two lls. Miss, please.’ But she wouldn’t have it. ‘If I miss this bus when does the 
next one go?’ 

 
Try as he might, Bryson could not persuade the girl that it was indeed his name on 
the passenger list. Then it occurred to him to ask, “If this Bernt Bjornson doesn’t 
show up, can I have his seat?” The girl answered, “Sure” and the problem was 
solved.  
 

To overcome the obstacle that stood in his path to Hammerfest Bill Bryson had to 

stop insisting on his own identity and his own importance. The Lausanne 

Covenant states: “Christ’s evangelists must humbly seek to empty themselves of 

all but their personal authenticity, in 

order to become the servants of 

others.” Paul never extinguished his 

own identity as a Jew, but he would not 

allow his Jewishness to predetermine 

who he would minister to. Don’t let 

your ethnic and cultural identity 

predetermine who you will minister to. 

Don’t let the ethnic and cultural identity 

of your church predetermine the people 

to whom it will minister.   

 

The first major obstacle to effective ministry across cultures is my desire to assert 

my own identity and rights and importance and, collectively, ‘our’ desire, as a 

church community, to assert our identity and our rights and importance, e.g. the 

attitude: ‘They’ve come to our country and they are very welcome to come to our 

church as long as they understand it’s their responsibility to learn how we do 

things here and learn to adjust to our ways.’ This is not a gospel-driven heart.  
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The Serampore Covenant of 1805 enunciated the guiding principles established by 

William Carey, the so-called ‘father of modern missions’, along with his 

colleagues, for their missionary community in Serampore, India. Here they are:  

 The Originally Stated Principle Summary (Core Value) 

1.  The human soul is of inestimable value and is in 
mortal danger of eternal punishment. But Christ 
can and will save. 

Seeking people’s salvation 

2.  We must gain all the knowledge we can of the 
Indian mind and of the Indian religions. 

Understanding the target 
group 

3.  We must not offend Indian sensibilities by 
vaunting our English ways and attacking theirs. 

Avoiding offensive cultural 
insensitity 

4.  We must ‘watch [for] all opportunities of doing 
good,’ as in preaching, itinerating and talking to 
all who will listen. 

Seeking opportunities to 
witness 

5.  The ‘great subject of our preaching’ must be 
‘Christ the Crucified.’ 

Preaching Christ crucified 

6.  We must do everything necessary to win the 
confidence of the people. 

Winning people’s 
confidence 

7.  We must remember the importance of native 
leaders and building up the Christian lives of 
converts. We must value the work of female 
colleagues in their important work with women. 

Valuing local leadership 
and female ministry 

8.  In all possible ways we must promote the 
development of Indian leadership and the 
formation of Indian churches led by Indian 
pastors. 

Developing churches for 
the people led by the 
people 

9.  We must labour with all our might in forwarding 
translations of the sacred scriptures in the 
language of Hindustan. 

Communicating in the 
language of the people 

10.  To be fit for these ‘unutterable important 
labours’, we must be ‘instant in prayer and the 
cultivation of personal religion’. 

Maintaining spiritual 
fitness 

 

These excellent 10 principles are transferable to any ministry context. Observe 

that at the heart of the ministry philosophy involved here is a willingness to give 

up ‘our’ insistence upon things being done ‘our’ way and a readiness to do all that 

is humanly possible to ‘become all things to all people’.  
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THE DANGER OF CULTURAL DISTANCE 

A train will always run along the same railway lines unless the switch is flicked. 

Unless special measures are adopted then, barring extraordinary divine 

intervention, gospel ministry will just keep running down the same old railway 

track. Intentionality is essential if you or your church are to be effective in 

ministering across cultures.   

Unbiblical views of God’s sovereignty pose a barrier. When William Carey 

proposed going to India to reach people with the gospel, he was told: ‘Sit down, 

young man. When God pleases to convert the heathen, He’ll do it without 

consulting you or me’. In other words, “Let the gospel train just run down the 

same old track.” It is intriguing to realise that two of the greatest pioneers of 

modern missions, William Carey and Hudson Taylor, while rightly recognised for 

their spirituality, were both men who studied maps and statistics and were 

moved not just by biblical convictions but by a statistically-grounded realisation of 

vast numbers of people ‘without God and without hope’.  
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Deliberate, intentional measures, informed by both 

biblical convictions and a thorough understanding 

of demographic realities, must be taken if we are 

to be effective in ministry across cultures. Here we 

all need to come to terms with a fundamental 

truth: Gospel ministry, left to itself, always travels a 

short cultural distance.  

Throughout church history this has been an undeniable reality. 

Through all ages the vast majority of Christians have ministered to people like 

themselves. As Acts 11 shows, even in the Bible, in the early church, this was the 

case.  

In Acts 11 evangelistic Jewish Christians, driven out of Jerusalem by persecution, 

communicated the gospel, ‘only to Jews’. Here Luke emphasises that these Jewish 

Christians have not deserted the Jewish people. Also, the immediately prior 

context shows, from Peter’s experience, how Jewish ritual laws about cleanness 

and uncleanness served to distance Jewish Christians from contact with Gentiles. 

In the early church gospel ministry by Jewish Christians was substantially ministry 

to fellow Jews. Gospel ministry, left to itself, travels a short cultural distance. 

Yes, some Jewish Christians raised in the more Hellenistic areas of Cyprus and 

Cyrene evidently felt a more natural rapport with Greek-speaking Gentiles. They 

still ministered mainly to fellow 

Jews, but also evangelised such 

Gentiles.   

As these examples illustrate, the 

reality is that at least some 

people from a community have to 

adopt special measures if people 

from other ethnic and cultural 

communities are to be reached 

for Christ.  

 

“Now those who had been scattered by the 

persecution in connection with Stephen travelled as 

far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, telling the 

message only to Jews. Some of them, however, men 

from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began 

to speak to Greeks also, telling them the good news 

about the Lord Jesus. The Lord’s hand was with 

them, and a great number of people believed and 

turned to the Lord” (Acts 11:19-21). 

DISTANT ISSUES 

Gospel ministry,  

left to itself, 

travels a short 

cultural distance 
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THE DANGERS OF ETHNOCENTRISM AND RACISM 

Peter never had the cultural flexibility of Paul. As Galatians 2 explains, while in 

Antioch, Peter’s fear of the circumcision party caused him to revert to a way of 

life that had been deeply engrained in him since childhood. Controlled yet again 

by scruples concerning cleanness and uncleanness, Peter stopped eating with 

Gentile Christians. His actions implied to Gentiles that their failure to assimilate to 

Jewish customs and law-based culture made them second class citizens in God’s 

kingdom. In response, Paul publicly exposed Peter’s deviation from a worldview 

grounded in gospel truth.  

In the early 17th 

century Francis Bacon 

explained that all 

people see reality in a 

distorted way. He said 

this distorted view 

was due to various 

factors which he 

called ‘idols’. Bacon 

dubbed one of the 

distorted perspectives 

‘the idol of the cave’. 

His point here is that every individual is a member of a particular human group 

and as a result group loyalties give people specific biases. Consequently, when 

people look at the world it is only the world they see as they peer out of the 

particular cave in which they are located. 

We all know Bacon was right. Think of the passionate supporters of a football 

team. So quick to criticise refereeing decisions that go against their side! When 

they watch a game of football it is as those controlled by Bacon’s ‘idol of the 

cave’.  

Ethnocentrism means that when people look at the world they do so from the 

vantage point of their own particular ethnic or cultural cave. Included in our set of 
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beliefs is our belief about our own culture. It is 

normal human nature to believe in the pre-eminence 

of our own culture. Ethnocentrism is the belief that 

one’s own patterns of behaviour, values and ways of 

thinking are basically normal, natural, good, 

beautiful, or important, and that people who behave 

differently or have different values or different ways 

of thinking are the lesser for it. 

Ethnocentrism is a belief shared by all peoples. 

Australians might speak of Americans as driving not 

merely on the other side or right side of the road, but 

on the wrong side of the road. American 

ethnocentrism is expressed when they find 

themselves saying the same of us. Similarly, 

Westerners introduced to Arabic or Urdu script may 

find themselves describing people from these 

backgrounds not as writing from right to left, but 

writing backwards.  Ethnocentrism easily slips into 

racial prejudice and discrimination and it’s amazing 

how often people admit to it. How often do you hear 

people say, ‘I’m not a racist but…’? The word ‘but’ is 

the give-away, isn’t it? 

Our secular society is plagued by the spreading virus of religious pluralism – the 

idea that all religions are basically the same or at least equally valid. This partially 

explains the higher levels of undiscerning tolerance found in many, though not all, 

non-Christian circles. Evangelical, Bible-believing churches are sometimes more 

ethnocentric and more racist than the surrounding society. This is a time when 

Christians should be seizing golden opportunities to take the gospel to Muslims 

who have settled among us. Instead of this we sometimes see Christians being 

driven away from such engagement by those who pander to their fears about 

Islam.  

 
“Dr. Jacob Loewen...once 

asked a group made up 

of Africans and 

missionaries to tell him 

the main point of the 

story of Joseph in the Old 

Testament. The 

European missionaries 

all pointed to Joseph as a 

man who remained 

faithful to God no matter 

what happened to him. 

The Africans, on the 

other hand, pointed to 

Joseph as a man who, no 

matter how far he 

traveled, never forgot his 

family.”  

(Charles H. Kraft)  

ETHNOCENTRISM 
AND BIBLICAL 

UNDERSTANDING 
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THE DANGER OF CULTURAL MISINTERPRETATION 

Effective ministry across cultures is severely hampered by bad attitudes. We must 

develop generous gospel attitudes. To develop such attitudes it helps to have a 

basic understanding of cultural differences and the dynamics of culture. It is so 

easy to get our wires crossed when we are relating across cultures and sometimes 

it is misunderstandings that stand in the way of cross-cultural ministry.  

If you are relating to someone from another culture and you are put out by 

something he or she does or says then always ask yourself one basic question: Is 

the behaviour I’ve encountered individual or cultural? It is true that individuals 

from any culture or society can be rude and offensive. However, if the behaviour 

is cultural then it is very unlikely that it is intentionally rude. In fact, it is most 

probably an expression of positive underlying values.  

 

 

One summer evening, during a violent thunderstorm, a mother was tucking her 

small boy into bed. She was about to turn off the light when he asked with a 

tremor in his voice, ‘Mommy, will you sleep with me tonight?’ The mother smiled 

and gave him a reassuring hug. ‘I can’t dear,’ she said, ‘I have to sleep with 

Daddy.’ A long silence was broken at last by a shaken little voice saying, ‘The big 

sissy.’ 

You are the manager of a hotel 

that prides itself on the excellence 

of its service. You provide high-

quality food for a business 

function held in your hotel. The 

Asian host apologizes to his guests 

that the food is not very good. 

How would you interpret this? 

How should you interpret this? 
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The little boy interpreted his dad’s behaviour, sleeping with his mother, as being 

motivated by the same things that motivated him. Cross-cultural confusion occurs 

when we mistakenly assume the behaviour of a person from another culture is 

undergirded by the same motivation and values which characterize that same 

behaviour in our own culture. 

Take eye contact, for example. A Western father might drum it into his son that a 

real man looks you straight in the eye; that you can’t trust someone who doesn’t 

look you in the eye; that looking people in the eye shows that you are paying 

attention. Such children grow learning that certain values underlie direct eye 

contact – values of manliness, honesty 

and attentiveness. This can lead to such 

false conclusions as this one aired by an 

Anglo taxi driver in Sydney: ‘You can’t 

trust Asians. They never look you 

straight in the eye’. This taxi driver had 

identified a cultural difference. Many 

from other cultures tend to avoid direct 

eye contact. One member of the 

leadership team of a largely Anglo-Celtic church was a Mandarin-speaker born 

and raised in mainland China. He recalled, ‘As a boy it was drilled in to me that 

when I am in the presence of someone with authority, like a teacher, I must lower 

my eyes to show respect’. You see the point. You may meet someone from some 

Asian society who doesn’t look you straight in the eye. It’s not individual but 

cultural behaviour you are encountering. More than this, it is an expression of 

positive underlying values, e.g. treating people with honour and respect.  

Indeed, just as Westerners may misinterpret indirect eye contact as an expression 

of negative values, e.g. lack of honesty or attentiveness, in the same way an Asian 

may misinterpret direct eye contact as an expression of negative values, e.g. 

aggression and lack of respect. So critical to removing the mountain of bad 

attitude and mentality is the need to have a basic understanding of cultural 

difference and cultural dynamics. 
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THE DANGER OF FRIENDLY FIRE 

At one point during a soccer game, the coach said to one of his young players, ‘Do 
you understand what cooperation is? What a team is?’  

The young boy nodded in the affirmative.  

‘Do you understand that what matters is whether we win together as a team?’  

The little boy nodded yes.  

‘So,’ the coach continued, ‘when the referee gives a free kick against you or the 
linesman says you’re offside you don’t argue or curse or attack the referee. Do 
you understand all that?’  

Again the young boy nodded.  

‘Good,’ said the coach. ‘Now go over there and explain it to your father.’ 

 

Would that it were not so, but let’s wake up to reality. It is often not so much the 

people you are trying to reach who will set up roadblocks to gospel ministry, but 

your own family, that is, fellow Christians. Relational difficulties with other 

missionaries is a prime reason why many leave the mission field. So-called 

“friendly fire” was the very problem Paul and Barnabas had to contend with, 

when many Jewish Christians objected to letting the gospel move without 

encumbrance among Gentiles – the problem taken up at the Jerusalem Council, 

as recorded for us in Acts 15.  
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A church planter was leading a thriving multicultural ministry, meeting in a school 

hall. Another church in the same denomination was located nearby. It had a large 

property, good facilities and a congregation of less than 30 persons. This church, 

perhaps fearing a takeover, would not permit the other ministry to share use of 

their property. On one occasion the church planter, with others from his church, 

reached out to people in a park in this same multicultural suburb. The local 

denominational church objected to this because it saw this as encroaching on its 

church’s ministry, even though it had no evangelistic program nor any reasonable 

prospect of attracting newcomers. The church planter sent me an email. He said 

he was proud to be a member of his denomination. He then added, “The irony is 

that the biggest obstacle for us in reaching out to as many as possible is not non-

Christians, but fellow members of my own denomination, who feel threatened by 

having us in the same suburb.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In dealing with such difficulties it helps greatly if one is part of a supportive team 

and network. Work hard at developing a harmonious team who will help shoulder 

the burdens. Ministry across cultures is greatly enhanced by the mutual 

encouragement, the sharing of perspectives and the contribution of 

complementary gifts and other resources that a good team provides.  
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APPLICATIONS 

Effective ministry across cultures is threatened by the dangers of cultural identity, 

cultural distance, ethnocentrism and racism, cultural misinterpretation and 

friendly fire. Some points of application arise as we seek to address such dangers: 

1. Make sure you have a gospel-driven heart. Meditate on, modify and apply 
to your own ministry situation those 10 ministry principles or core values 
that make up the Serampore Covenant.  

 
2. Plan for ministry across cultures. Don’t just nod your head. Too many 

gospel trains terminate at the station of Goodwill. Gospel ministry left to 
itself will only travel a short cultural distance. Help your church to be 
intentional about ministry across cultures. 

 
3. Develop generous gospel attitudes as you relate across cultures. 

Consciously resist ethnocentrism and its dogged follower, racism. While 
sticking to gospel truth with super glue, never demonise what people 
believe. Always treat people with great respect and graciousness.  

 
4. Learn to discriminate between individual behaviour and cultural behaviour.  

Recognise that if behaviour is cultural, it will express, with few exceptions, 
positive underlying values. Develop a good understanding of cultural 
dynamics and cultural difference. 

 
5. Don’t be surprised if fellow Christians present greater obstacles to this 

ministry. When you encounter this be all the more determined to build an 
effective team. Don’t try to shoulder the burdens of this ministry alone – 
they will crush you. 

  



 
15 

RECOMMENDED READING 

 

“Free Online Resources for Intercultural Ministry.” 

http://www.facetofaceintercultural.com.au/resources-for-intercultural-ministry/  

 

Duane Elmer, Cross Cultural Connections. Stepping Out and Fitting In Around the 
World (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Academic, 2002). 

 

 

 

 

QUESTIONS 

 

1. How would you explain Australian culture, as you understand it, to someone 

from another culture?  

2. What special measures might you and your church adopt to reach people from 

other cultures? 

3. What biblical truths help you to avoid regarding people from different ethnic 

backgrounds and cultures as inferior? 

4. What can and will you do to develop a team that will share the ministry with 

you? 

  

http://www.facetofaceintercultural.com.au/resources-for-intercultural-ministry/
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For more titles in the “Contending with Culture” and “Whoever” series of 

booklets see the listings at: www.facetofaceintercultural.com.au 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The ever-increasing ethnic and cultural diversification of Australia presents 

particular challenges for churches intent on reaching people across cultures. We 

think here of all churches, not merely dominant culture churches that may be 

predominately Anglo-Celtic in composition. As your church ‘contends with 

culture’ may you know God’s guidance and enabling. 

 

NEED ADVICE? 

Contact Mike Wilson, facetofaceintercultural@gmail.com   

More resources: www.facetofaceintercultural.com.au 
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