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MINISTERING ACROSS CULTURES 
 

Navigating Cultural Differences  

Given the multicultural nature of the campus, we will encounter cultural differences. How we respond to cultural 

differences communicates what we believe about God and people. Our love for people of every ethnicity and 

culture can be a witness to our campuses and a testimony to the power of the gospel. 

 

Culture 

• Culture is defined as “the customs, arts, social institutions, and achievements of a particular nation, 

people, or other social group.” 

• It impacts all areas of life! Some examples include: how we worship and pray, how we view leadership, 

foods we eat, and expectations for how people should interact (ex. young/old). 

• We all are shaped by culture, which informs our biases about what is good or ideal or normal. Family, 

church tradition, ethnic background, geographic location. Each of these, and more, are “cultures” that 

embed assumptions about how to view and interact with the world. 

 

Jesus as a model for culture crossing (Philippians 2:1-11) 

• In the incarnation, Jesus entered our world became like one of us (“being made in human likeness”)  

• We are called to a spirit of loving unity. This does not mean a spirit of uniformity where everyone one is 

the same, but rather a community where we all share a common Savior, a common mission, and a 

common faith. 

• We are warned against “selfish ambition” and “vain conceit” that prevent authentic relationships. 

• Instead, we are to follow Jesus’ example and pursue humility by serving others.   

 

Responding to Differences 

The Approaching Differences Diagram is a simple tool to keep in mind when we find ourselves entering a new 

culture or caught off guard by cultural differences. It helps reorient us and remind us that we always have a choice 

about how we will choose to act. 

 

https://www.theministryplaybook.com/courses/ministering-across-cultures
https://www.theministryplaybook.com/
https://intervarsity.org/
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The Diagram Unpacked 

Inevitable Dissonance. When people of different cultures and backgrounds who do life differently from each other 

and see the world differently from each other come together in community, there will be a clash of cultural 

differences, and dissonance is bound to happen. You can’t control the dissonance you experience, but you can 

choose how to enter into that dissonance and how to ultimately respond. 

 

There are two paths:  

 

• The Green Line (top). If your approach to cultural differences (left side of the diagram) is open, when you 

hit the inevitable dissonance, you will still experience all the emotions but will more easily respond with 

Green-Line curiosity (right side). You will take the time to observe, ask questions and listen. That will 

ultimately lead to deeper relationships that are marked by understanding and empathy. 

• The Red Line (bottom). If you are closed to different cultures (left side of diagram), when you hit 

dissonance, you will most likely experience heightened emotions of frustration and tension. You will likely 

cope (right side) with a critical spirit, blaming others ("it’s their fault") or rationalizing ("it’s impossible to 

understand these people; they are the problem, not me"). That will eventually lead to broken 

relationships. 

 

 

 

Learn More 
 

• Duan Elmer, Cross-Cultural Connections: Stepping Out and Fitting In Around the World. Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press, 2002. 

• Katie Rawson, Crossing Cultures with Jesus: Sharing Good News with Sensitivity and Grace Downers Grove, 

IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015 

• Patty Lane, A Beginner’s Guide to Crossing Cultures: Making Friends in a Multicultural World Downers 

Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2002. 

• InterVarsity Multiethnic Ministries. “The Approaching Differences Diagram Collection,” December 1, 2016. 

https://mem.intervarsity.org/resources/approaching-differences-diagram-collection. 

 

Visit the Ministry Playbook to learn more about leading, planting, and building Kingdom movements on college 

campuses: https://www.theministryplaybook.com/ 
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