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Introduction
Voices all around me are shouting in 
several languages. Some are explaining 
why the current US president is a great 
leader; others are telling me that he has 
failed the American people. Some are 
telling me what the weather will be like, 
others want me to know which roads have 
traffic snarls, and yet others are trying to 
convince me to buy my groceries at their 
store. Music of every style is blaring all 
round the room: hard rock, rap, hip-hop, 
jazz, classical, easy listening, country, 
and bluegrass. Fortunately, I cannot hear 
the cacophony; it is in the form of radio 
frequencies that my ears cannot detect. 
I would have to turn on a radio receiver 
and tune it to a desired station to hear 
any of the intended messages. The great-
est programming from the most creative 
minds is lost on me. Such is also the case 
with much preaching of the gospel. It goes 
out in culturally inappropriate ways that 
make sense only to the preacher.

This miscommunication, however, is 
of crucial significance because there is 
no salvation apart from the gospel mes-
sage. The glory of God and the eternal 
destinies of billions of souls are in the 
balance. In Rom 1:16-17 Paul states, “For I 
am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the 
power of God for salvation to everyone 
who believes, to the Jew first and also to 
the Greek. For in it the righteousness of 
God is revealed from faith for faith, as 
it is written, ‘The righteous shall live by 
faith.’”1 This passage, a favorite of many 
people, speaks of the great blessing of our 
salvation, but with such great privilege 

comes great responsibility. The Bible also 
charges us to fulfill the Great Commission 
to reach and teach all people groups. 

Jesus taught us through His encounter 
with Nicodemus that we must be born 
again (John 3:1-16). Paul implored the 
church in Corinth to be reconciled to 
God (2 Cor 5:17-6:2). He stressed that we 
must respond with a positive profession 
of faith in Christ upon hearing the gospel 
message. Yet in Rom 10:14 Paul raises 
questions that should haunt every Chris-
tian: “But how are they to call on him in 
whom they have not believed? And how 
are they to believe in him of whom they 
have never heard? And how are they to 
hear without someone preaching?” It is 
essential that the gospel message go out 
to the ends of the earth.

The gospel message is indeed going out 
around the world. Faithful missionaries 
and dedicated preachers are heralding the 
good news across the seas and across the 
street. This communication of the word 
has been going on in greater or lesser 
degrees since the first century. The fact 
that it was the Lord Himself who gave 
us the command to preach the gospel, 
that it is essential for the salvation of lost 
souls, that it extends His kingdom, and 
that it brings glory to Him, should result 
in every effort to fulfill it. Yet, two thou-
sand years later one-third of the planet 
has still not heard the gospel. Missions 
Frontiers magazine reports that there are 
27,000 people groups in the world today.2 
Of that number, 13,000 are still unreached 
people groups.3 One-third of the world’s 
population, over two billion people, has 
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never heard the gospel. There remains 
much to do and the task requires every 
effort of faithful Christians.

Joshua was one of the more faithful 
leaders in Israel’s history. Moses’ helper 
had grown into an able leader and God 
chose him to lead His people in the 
conquest of Canaan. Toward the end of 
his earthly years the Lord spoke to him, 
“Now Joshua was old and advanced in 
years, and the Lord said to him, “You 
are old and advanced in years, and there 
remains yet very much land to possess” 
(Josh 13:1). We have had much more time 
than Joshua had and many more resources 
besides, but there remains “yet very much 
land to possess.” Some would counter 
that it is virtually impossible to take the 
gospel to every continent, every country, 
every language, and every culture. The 
languages alone make the task seem 
insurmountable. 

Yet, the peoples of the world are regu-
larly adopting new ideas that come to 
them. In May of 1886, Dr. John S. Pember-
ton began to sell a sugary drink of colored 
water in Atlanta, Georgia. He called it 
Coca-Cola. His first year’s sales were only 
about fifty dollars and since his expenses 
were about seventy dollars, he took a loss. 
Since that time, Coca-Cola has increased 
in sales in unprecedented degrees and 
has gone from its meager beginnings to 
global acclaim. Ninety-five percent of the 
world’s population recognizes the Coca-
Cola trademark and product.4

If taking an idea to the world can be 
done for profit, it can be done for the glory 
of God. Certainly, men and women have 
been busy at the task. We are broadcast-
ing the gospel message all around the 
globe, but often we are transmitting in 
a frequency that the people of the world 
cannot hear. How can we ensure that the 

proclamation of the gospel will be heard 
and understood? We must make every 
effort to be good communicators of the 
gospel in every culture.

There is a vast difference between 
commentators and communicators of 
the biblical message. One may read the 
commentaries of Matthew Henry or 
John Calvin and find nuggets of truth 
that were mined hundreds of years ago, 
but neither writer attempted to apply the 
truth of God’s word in the culture of the 
United States in the twenty-first century. 
They left us to make our own application. 
Indeed, a commentator must do this as he 
does not live in all of the cultural contexts 
of each of his readers—even in his own 
time—much less those in the future. He 
simply unpacks the truths that are in the 
text which then become so many ingredi-
ents for the meals that the pastors prepare 
and feed their flocks. Commentators write 
about the basic truths of God’s word and 
do not concern themselves with applying 
them in all the diverse cultures and world-
views. Communicators of God’s word are 
not allowed this luxury.

Communicators must concern them-
selves with both biblical truth and the 
sending of it in culturally understandable 
ways. They do this by transmitting the 
message in a mutually accepted coded 
system that the hearers will understand; 
in fact, this is the sine qua non of their 
discipline. The essence of effective com-
munication is speaking the truth in a 
way that thoughts in the speaker’s mind 
are encoded, sent, decoded, and accepted 
into the respondent’s mind with roughly 
the same message. In recent decades, 
research, reflection, analysis, and God’s 
blessing have resulted in approaches to 
the task that are more effective. How-
ever, such techniques are certainly not 
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completely new. Numbers 13 records the 
command of the Lord for Israel to send 
spies into the land of Canaan to see what 
kind of people lived there, what kind of 
cities they lived in, and what kind of food 
they ate. A similar event occurs in Joshua 
2. This ethnographic research was recon-
naissance for the purpose of conquest. 
Ethnographic research today employs 
similar tactics for studying people groups 
for the purpose of kingdom growth. The 
general field of missions has developed 
into specialized fields of study in areas 
like ethnographic research and commu-
nication in intercultural contexts.

Intercultural studies is a discipline 
employed by seminaries and universi-
ties to train those who will live and work 
among various cultures—in the United 
States or in other countries. While cultural 
anthropology and intercultural studies 
are terms that may conjure up images of 
pith helmets and field notebooks or social 
scientists hugging trees, they are simply 
proven tools for understanding, living 
among, and communicating with people 
from different cultural backgrounds. In 
fact, many seminaries have renamed their 
missions departments as schools of inter-
cultural studies or have major programs 
of intercultural studies in their missions 
programs. An appreciation of the value 
of cultural anthropology as a useful tool 
in communicating with others has been 
growing among evangelicals for decades. 
One of Christianity’s greatest gospel com-
municators, Dr. Billy Graham, majored in 
anthropology while at Wheaton College. 

One of the divisions of intercultural 
studies is intercultural communication. 
The purpose of this article is to address 
the value of the discipline of intercul-
tural communication for proclaiming 
the gospel. This will be accomplished 

by considering its biblical basis, histori-
cal implications, benefits for linguistics, 
value for understanding worldviews and 
cultures, recognition of the unique needs 
of oral cultures, and the missiological 
strategies and methodologies that flow 
out of these. In such a short article, I can 
only introduce these areas along with 
a few examples to demonstrate some of 
the benefits of intercultural communica-
tion. Understanding and incorporating 
intercultural communication tools are 
essential for effectively communicating 
the gospel, whether as missionaries in 
international contexts or as pastors of 
churches in the United States.

Biblical Basis
Those of us who love the Scriptures 

should be the first to notice the tools of 
intercultural communication at work. The 
fact that we have a Bible that we can read 
and understand proves that this process 
has occurred in our past since the essence 
of intercultural communication is put-
ting a message in terms that someone in 
another culture can understand. We speak 
freely about the incarnation of Christ as 
an essential for our redemption but often 
overlook the fact that His written word 
also came to us in a system that we could 
understand. John Calvin says that the 
Bible is God speaking to us as a parent 
speaking to a young child in baby talk.5 
Since God’s thoughts are above our own 
and infinitely wise, He spoke to us in ways 
that we could hear and understand.

For example, Jesus used parables and 
illustrations from everyday life as win-
dows into the truths He was teaching. 
He also understood that the vast majority 
of his hearers were common people and 
were illiterate. Oral-culture people learn, 
communicate, and remember truth best in 



65

narrative form. 6 Therefore, Jesus did not 
lecture them with steps, outlines, bullet 
points, or even expository sermons; He 
taught them in stories. 

In Luke 15 Jesus presents three stories 
to his oral-culture hearers that teach one 
primary truth rather than a three-point 
sermon that required deductive reasoning 
skills. The stories of the lost coin, the lost 
sheep, and the lost son all teach that the 
thing that was lost was precious to the 
one who lost it and that there was great 
rejoicing when it was found. His hearers 
could not avoid the truth He was driving 
home: They were precious to God and 
He would rejoice when they came home. 
In our churches, Jesus would probably 
deliver a three-point, expository sermon, 
illustrate it well, and draw it to a wonder-
ful conclusion. However, Jesus knew that 
they could not process information in that 
format, so He spoke to them in the way 
that was most effective.

Paul and Barnabas also found that 
preaching the gospel is more complicated 
the farther you get away from your home 
culture. He and Barnabas preached in Lys-
tra and saw God work in their ministry 
by healing a man (Acts 14:6-18). It should 
encourage other intercultural communi-
cators of Christ’s message that even the 
super apostle struggled to make himself 
understood. When their hearers began 
to attempt sacrifices in their honor and 
began shouting praise in the Lycaonian 
language, they knew that something 
had gone terribly awry. The message 
sometimes gets confused in the minds of 
the hearers—especially when there is a 
language barrier to start with. 

Rather than dissuading Paul from 
going to unreached and unfamiliar 
peoples, this experience convinced him 
to learn to make the necessary cultural 

adjustments for effective missionary ser-
vice and Christian ministry. His clearly 
stated goal was to preach Christ where 
He had not been named (Rom 15:20, 21). 
How would he accomplish this? Would he 
go as a rabbi and argue from the Hebrew 
Scriptures with fellow monotheists who 
knew God’s word, as in the case of his 
synagogue work, or would he go as a 
preacher of the gospel among polytheistic 
pagans? He would have to do both. How 
could he avoid the confusion of Lystra 
in the future? Paul understood the only 
answer.

Paul stated his intended strategy in 
1 Cor 9:22; he would be all things to all 
men so as to save some. Of course, Paul is 
not saying that he would become drunk 
to be an effective witness to drunks. He 
was simply saying that in every way that 
was not sin for him, he would adapt to the 
culture so that he might communicate the 
gospel effectively among them.

In the context of Paul’s teaching on the 
use of tongues, he speaks of the necessity 
to sound the gospel message clearly. He 
reminds us that in battle, the bugler must 
sound a clear alarm or no one will get 
ready for battle (1 Cor 14:8). This speaks 
of the need for clear communication. Later 
in that passage, Paul says that he would 
rather speak five words that people can 
understand than ten thousand that only 
he can understand (1 Cor 14:19). I believe 
that we can apply this principle to the 
need for clear communication of the 
gospel interculturally. We must proclaim 
this great gospel message to every person 
in the world, as there is no other way for 
men and women to be saved. Therefore, 
since this message is both unique and 
essential, it is of utmost importance that 
we communicate in ways that people can 
“hear.”
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This dynamic rebounds in blessings to 
our own understanding of the Scriptures. 
As we disciple new believers and the Holy 
Spirit illumines their minds to truths in 
God’s word, hitherto unseen teachings 
often become known. Since cultures 
understand the gospel message in their 
own cultural context and within their own 
worldview, this means that they will see 
and understand certain truths or nuances 
that other cultures do not. I want to be 
very clear; there is only one meaning of 
the Scriptures. However, one culture may 
see the story in black and white, another 
in hues of blue, another in hues of green, 
and another in hues of red. Together we 
can see the beauty of previously hidden 
or unnoticed colors. Last year I visited the 
Guggenheim Museum in New York. One 
of the exhibits consisted of four sheets of 
clear glass, about one-meter square, lean-
ing against a wall. The title of the piece 
was, “Clear, square, glass, leaning.”7 At 
the time, it struck me as odd that an artist 
could make a living like this. However, as 
I reflected on it, the message became obvi-
ous: Each of the words describes one truth 
of the exhibit but none was exhaustive. 
When we consider the four descriptors 
together, their several perspectives yield 
a fuller understanding of the piece. So it 
is when the global hermeneutical commu-
nity studies God’s word, each community 
adds a part overlooked by another.

Let me hasten to add that we do not 
wish to change the gospel message. Yet, 
that is precisely what others are in danger 
of doing. When they fail to contextualize 
the gospel message, they run the danger 
of making it the foreigners’ religion.8 
Many who communicate Christ in cultur-
ally inappropriate ways are changing the 
gospel message they so desire to protect. 
What the people actually hear is some-

thing that the preacher never intended 
to say. Although they mean well, they are 
presenting the gospel in foreign garments 
and trappings. 

This takes place in many forms. Some 
churches in Africa have buildings made 
of red brick, with pews and pianos inside, 
that meet for Sunday School at 9:30 AM 
and worship at 11:00 AM simply because 
that was the kind of “church” that the mis-
sionary had at home. Every other struc-
ture in the community is made of mud 
with thatched roofs. Another missionary 
in Peru requires that Quechua Indians, 
whose culture only knows music with 
a five-tone minor scale, learn to worship 
God singing Scottish metrical psalms. 
Red brick buildings and metrical psalms 
may be fine in certain contexts, but when 
one imports them as virtual essentials of 
biblical Christianity, one has added to the 
gospel and made it to be something else. 

The failure to contextualize Christian-
ity in culturally appropriate ways results 
in an importation of something foreign 
to the gospel message. It becomes the 
religion of another culture and it teaches 
that to be a Christian, one must leave 
one’s own culture behind and adopt the 
missionary’s culture. It is indeed correct 
to say that there is only one meaning of 
Scripture, but there are many applica-
tions. Scripture only has one meaning, 
but no culture has exhausted its fullness. 
There is one meaning of Scripture, but we 
must communicate it in culturally appro-
priate ways. Few worshipers in evangeli-
cal churches today come dressed in first 
century garb and carrying Hebrew Old 
Testaments and Greek New Testaments. 
Nor should we preach in English to a 
crowded market where no one under-
stands it and then proclaim that we have 
evangelized the city. We are not simply 



67

to preach the truth as we would at home; 
we must communicate it in the culture of 
our hearers. Pastors in the United States 
practice this to a degree in their churches 
every week. 

In every church, there are many dif-
ferent levels of understanding and spiri-
tual maturity. When the children come 
forward and sit on the platform for the 
children’s sermon, the pastor will speak 
in a voice that is fatherly and kind and use 
short sentences with small words. Then, 
when he stands to deliver the message to 
the congregation, he may become very 
animated and shout. He may emphasize 
points with wide sweeping gestures and 
walk around the pulpit. All of which 
could have seemed threatening to the 
children. When this same pastor speaks 
to a luncheon of senior adults, he will 
adopt yet another delivery style that is 
appropriate for that group. He may be 
speaking to each group about the same 
theme or passage but he seeks to com-
municate it to them in a way that will be 
most effective.

Historical Implications
Missionaries have taken the gospel 

message around the world with varying 
degrees of success for hundreds of years. 
Could the failure to communicate the gos-
pel in culturally appropriate ways account 
for so many years with little or no fruit in 
the ministries of many missionaries? The 
pages of mission history are replete with 
accounts of missionaries who have gone 
to historically “hard” cultures. Mission-
aries have often suffered there for years 
without fruit. Names like William Carey, 
who labored for seven years before his 
first convert, or Adoniram Judson, who 
likewise preached and suffered long 
years in apparent barrenness, spring 

to mind. A less known missionary was 
Julia Woodward Anderson who began 
living and working among the Highland 
Quichuas of Ecuador in 1902. When she 
retired in 1955, over fifty years later, the 
first three Highland Quichua believers 
were baptized.9

Could it be that these missionaries 
were operating in their own cultural para-
digms and patterns without awareness 
of the need for cultural understanding? 
Could it be that since they were lacking in 
cultural anthropological or intercultural 
communication understanding, they were 
preaching the gospel as they would in 
their home contexts? We certainly do not 
want to denigrate or belittle their min-
istries and we recognize them as heroes 
of mission history. They were, after all, 
children of their times and most of the 
Christians in those times were not aware 
of the tools we commonly make available 
to missionary candidates today. Neverthe-
less, is it possible that their efforts might 
have found fruit more readily if they had 
been able to utilize these skills? 

It seems logical that over a period of 
years their language skills would have 
improved, their cultural understanding 
would have deepened, and initial stereo-
types and prejudices would have given 
way as counter intuitive data yielded 
to a fuller cultural understanding. As 
this process continued, their ability to 
communicate the gospel so that it could 
be “heard” would have been honed and 
refined. Almost imperceptibly, they 
would have adopted and adapted com-
munication patterns of the target cultures 
so that they eventually became effective 
communicators. Moreover, while this 
certainly does not mitigate the hard, stony 
ground that some cultures prove to be, 
it could be that the farther removed the 
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target culture was from the missionary’s 
home culture, the more difficult it was in 
reality. Julia Woodward Anderson’s fellow 
missionaries who served in the Mestizo 
cultures of Guayaquil and Quito certainly 
found more receptive hearers than she 
found in the Highland Quichua work—a 
dynamic that continues today.10 

Of course, how many times one hears 
the gospel before one “hears” the gospel 
is a question that can be answered only 
in the work of the Holy Spirit. The same 
crowd at a Billy Graham crusade hears the 
same message in the same stadium on the 
same night in the same temperature and 
humidity. Yet, of the lost people present, 
many will go home still lost. Only the 
Holy Spirit can make the preaching of 
the word effectual in the hearts of men 
and women. 

In the annals of mission history, we 
must acknowledge that some have hard-
ened hearts and live in hard, dark cul-
tures. In some cases the lack of fruit must 
certainly be due to hard soil, in others 
though, it is due to culturally inappropri-
ate presentations of the gospel. Although 
this touches a revered part of mission 
history, a harder question remains. Could 
this failure to communicate clearly be a 
part of the reason for much martyrdom 
in mission history?

This begins to tread on hallowed 
ground, and so we tread lightly and with 
great respect. Perhaps we need more than 
one category of martyr. In recent examina-
tions of the tens of thousands of Christian 
martyrs reported each year, research 
shows that many victims in these great 
numbers are ethnic Christians.11 There is 
ethnic violence in parts of the world such 
as Africa where the inhabitants of Muslim 
villages and regions are attacking and 
killing those in Christian villages and 

regions—and sometimes vice versa. Often 
these victims are considered Christian 
martyrs because of their ethnic identity, 
not their Christian convictions.

Sadly, there are also Christian workers 
who die in tragic ways around the world 
every year. Some of these lose their lives 
in robberies, traffic accidents, or plane 
crashes. Others die from tropical diseases 
or the lack of proper medical attention 
for more common diseases. Are these 
missionaries martyrs? The question is 
not whether they are great examples of 
Christians who selflessly give themselves 
in Christ’s service, but rather, are they 
martyrs?

Certainly, some missionaries are killed 
because they refuse an order to cease 
and desist preaching the gospel message. 
They lay down their lives because they 
regard the glory of God and the souls of 
their hearers as more precious than their 
own earthly lives. Yet, other missionaries 
sometimes die in foreign lands because 
their murderers do not understand their 
intentions—that is, they are killed because 
they are not clearly communicating the 
gospel message. Their gospel message 
was sometimes not even presented, or 
if preached, “unheard.” Some mission-
aries innocently blundered into taboo 
situations and lost their lives because of 
simple cultural ignorance. Their murder-
ers killed them for being foreigners or 
because they were considered a threat. 
Could the knowledge and application of 
intercultural communication skills have 
avoided some of the loss of life that has 
occurred among missionaries in the past? 
Again, the intention here is not to take 
away from the memories or testimonies 
of those who have suffered on the mission 
fields of the past; it is to avoid accidental 
suffering in the future. 
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Linguistic Considerations
Language is usually what comes to 

mind when considering the process of 
making the gospel known among another 
people group. We know that missionary 
candidates must attend language school. 
Yet, language is only one color of the 
intercultural communication prism. We 
use many other systems for communi-
cation. In fact, studies have shown that 
verbal language accounts for only a small 
percentage of what we communicate.12 
Language is a code system to facilitate 
communication, both in written form 
and orally. Nevertheless, language does 
not exist in isolation from other aspects 
of culture.

Thousands of languages exist in the 
world today. The globalization and urban-
ization processes at work in the world 
today have yielded a juxtaposition of these 
tongues that results in a virtual tower of 
Babel in our cities. Everyday, the people 
living in Manhattan speak 250 languages. 
Instead of the miracle of Pentecost where 
visitors to Jerusalem could hear the gos-
pel proclaimed in their own languages, 
we have the reverse: A myriad of people 
who do not understand the gospel—each 
in their own language. 

Languages create problems for commu-
nication in everyday life and for Christian 
ministry. In some oriental languages, the 
word used for “sin” is also the word for 
crime and “sinner” becomes criminal. 
This renders great confusion when the 
Christian witness wants the hearer to 
admit to being a sinner. It is even worse 
when the missionary does not know the 
etymology of the word. Many times the 
missionary is unaware that a word has 
many meanings and this creates confu-
sion. Many missionaries go to language 
school in Costa Rica to prepare for service 

elsewhere in Latin America. Words that 
are innocuous in Costa Rica are crude 
slang words in their target countries and 
missionaries must often learn that the 
hard way. Cultures define behaviors with 
categories that the missionary may not 
recognize. The missionary could unwit-
tingly preach against some behavior using 
one specific word that gives tacit approval 
to virtually identical behavior that goes by 
other names.13 Dialects are another chal-
lenge as a country may list the language 
group with one generic name that has 
many dialects—oftentimes not mutually 
intelligible.

The great linguist, Eugene Nida, set 
forth a model for communicating bibli-
cal truth in other cultures. In his tri-cul-
tural translation model, he said that it is 
imperative to keep in mind three cultures, 
beginning with the biblical cultures.14 
When interpreting a passage of the Bible, 
the original cultural context is essential in 
the grammatico-historical hermeneutics 
model for obtaining authorial intent. Nida 
also reminds us of the fact that there is no 
biblical culture on earth, nor a culture-less 
manifestation of Christianity. Each cul-
ture has expressed Christianity in unique 
ways that usually become identified with 
the Scriptures themselves in that culture. 
Nida warns the missionary of the danger 
of transplanting cultural forms of Chris-
tianity into the target culture. For this 
reason, he stresses that the missionary not 
only must know the Bible and its cultural 
contexts, he must know his own culture 
to discern what is biblical and what is a 
cultural form or packaging. He goes on to 
say that the missionary must also study 
the culture and language of the target 
people also in order to avoid syncretism 
and to communicate the gospel in as clear 
a manner as possible.
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Missionaries must also address the lin-
guistic challenge of idioms when translat-
ing or interpreting in other cultures. The 
translator must be aware of biblical idioms 
and their English counterparts for proper 
understanding in translation. Certainly, 
these exist in modern languages today 
also. Missionaries often tell short-term 
mission team members not to use humor 
in sermons because it will not translate. 
The same is true for idioms.15 

Not only do problems occur between 
languages, but even among various 
cultures that use the same language 
communication can be problematic. So 
many examples have been given of the 
linguistic differences between the Eng-
lish and Americans that it has often been 
said that we are two countries divided 
by a common language. This dynamic is 
true among Spanish-speaking countries 
as well. For example, the word for “bus” 
in Cuba means “baby” in the Andes. 
There are many other cultural differences 
between them as well. 

Therefore, learning the grammar and 
vocabulary of another language is just 
the beginning of communicating effec-
tively in another culture. Non-verbal 
communication is crucial in culturally 
appropriate ministry. Donald K. Smith 
has written about the twelve-signal sys-
tems that every culture uses for commu-
nication.16 Cultures have their own way 
of utilizing each of these signal systems. 
Missionaries must learn them in context 
and use them appropriately for effective 
communication. Cultures rarely use one 
system in isolation, and it is possible for 
one to contradict another when commu-
nicating. An example would be the “yeah, 
right” sarcastic response so often heard 
in our culture where the paralanguage 
tone of voice contradicts the meaning of 

the words.17 
Other aspects of the linguistic con-

sideration are form and meaning. The 
dynamic equivalent is what communi-
cates in another culture, not a form that 
they cannot understand. Yet, there are 
limits to this freedom.18 It is obvious that 
there is no one-to-one correlation between 
languages in many cases. Because of the 
inherent strengths and weaknesses in lan-
guages, it is often easier to communicate 
a certain thought in one language than 
in another.19 

Some cultures have divided the color 
spectrum into seven, others into four, 
and some cultures have no real words 
for color, only the ideas of dull and shiny. 
In such a culture, the following passage 
presents the translator with a difficult 
challenge: “Come now, let us reason 
together, says the Lord: though your sins 
are like scarlet, they shall be as white as 
snow; though they are red like crimson, 
they shall become like wool” (Isa 1:18). 
They have no word for scarlet, white, or 
red, and they have never seen snow. It is 
obvious that they can recognize colors 
but they do not think of them that way. 
Symbols are not always sufficient to com-
municate reality.20

Words have meaning in context. 
Concepts are encoded into the words 
of the speaker and then decoded by the 
respondent based on his understanding of 
those words. The worldview in which this 
coding takes place determines the mean-
ing of the message received. For instance, 
when ministering in a Hindu context, the 
Christian witness must use caution in 
asking whether a hearer has been born 
again or would like eternal life. The Hindu 
sees eternal life as a negative reality that 
he will eventually overcome. The Hindu 
also believes that he has already been born 
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again many times and will be again. 
Language is limited when commu-

nicating abstract concepts that are not 
values in the culture. Reciprocal cultures 
often lack a word for giving thanks. Some 
cultures have no word for forgiveness or 
borrowing. These ideas are very difficult 
to communicate without words in our 
coded shorthand systems called language. 
Daniel Shaw recounts the difficulties of 
communicating Christian truths such 
as the kingdom of God in a culture that 
had no word for or even the concept of 
king.21 

While the most obvious first step to 
proclaiming the gospel in various cul-
tures is learning languages, learning 
another language is extremely frustrating 
and difficult. There are almost 7,000 lan-
guages in the world today; many of these 
are main languages that constitute many 
subdivisions of dialects.22 Many mission-
aries attend language school for one year, 
believe that they know the language, and 
should be able to communicate. This may 
be true at the objective level of shopping 
or asking directions; it is not yet true 
regarding deeper matters of worldview, 
belief systems, and values. 

Unfortunately, it is impossible to move 
a thought that is in one mind directly 
into another’s mind. A mutually held 
communication system must encode the 
thought and send it out as a message. The 
respondent then receives the message and 
decodes it, thereby giving it meaning. 
Sometimes the result is remarkably close 
to the intended message and this is suc-
cessful communication. Other times, there 
is a disconnect due to noise or interference 
and the result is miscommunication. A 
message was indeed sent and received 
but the thought was not successfully 
transferred from one mind into another. 

The process requires the encoding accord-
ing to the rules of the communication 
system and then the system of another’s 
understanding must decode the message 
to receive the meaning.23 

Culturality
Just as we recognize that there are 

personalities of various types, there are 
also cultural types that have their own 
peculiarities. Some cultural anthro-
pologists and missiologists have devised 
scales consisting of core cultural values 
plotted on continua to measure strengths 
or values.24 I refer to these cultural types 
and dynamics as culturalities. Each culture 
has its own way of viewing reality, or its 
own worldview, and has many charac-
teristics that anthropologists can study 
and categorize that have become fields 
of study in their own right. For instance, 
ethnocognition refers to the study of the 
way a people view reality and process 
information, that is, how they think.25

Some cultures traffic well in abstract 
thought and linear, sequential logic and 
can argue ideas. Others tend to be more 
concrete in their approach to life. The 
communicator will find acceptance for 
presented ideas when he delivers them in 
culturally appropriate formats. Relational 
cultures measure truth primarily by the 
trustworthiness of the person who pres-
ents it. Additionally, the ability to receive 
information in one format and then 
transform it into another before giving it 
to someone else is a learned skill. In other 
words, people give what they receive in 
the format in which they received it. When 
we present truth in logical syllogisms or 
deductive reasoning as is common in the 
United States, our hearers can only follow 
along and embrace the conclusion if they 
are from cultures that process information 
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this way. However, we usually continue in 
the same style of teaching and preaching 
that we used in our home culture.

In 1958, William J. Lederer and Eugene 
Burdick published a book that became a 
national bestseller whose title gave the 
American people a new concept and term: 
the ugly American.26 The book was a fic-
tional account of true situations regarding 
America’s foreign policy in Asia. In the 
book, the ineffective, bumbling American 
bureaucrats throw money at problems 
and refuse to learn the basic greetings, 
language, culture, or history of the coun-
tries where they live. Their Russian coun-
terparts become experts in each of these 
areas and are extremely effective in their 
own foreign policy. The book describes 
the epitome of the American traveler who 
thinks every country should be and wants 
to be like the U.S.A. He lives by the rules of 
home and wants the nationals to adopt the 
U.S.A. standards when around him. This 
ethnocentrism lives on, of course, and 
leads us to judge the cultures of the world 
that are unlike our own as inferior.

Many times this is simply out of igno-
rance. A Kikuyu proverb says, “The man 
who has never traveled thinks his mother 
is the best cook.” If we have nothing with 
which to compare our culture, we not only 
assume others are the same, but when we 
find out that they are not, they appear to 
us as backward, undeveloped, and usu-
ally morally wrong. This often happens 
when American Christians go to cultures 
that are very different from their own for 
the first time. The tendency is simply to 
teach and preach just as you did at home. 
When these methods are ineffective and 
even our best sermons are not bearing 
fruit, we return from the short-term trip 
proclaiming that they are a cold, closed, 
and hard-hearted people. Conversely, 

if the trip happens to be among people 
whose culture is similar to our own and 
results in more fruit, we report that they 
are very open to the gospel and a har-
vest-field.

As a missionary, I have witnessed 
many frustrated attempts of short-term 
team members in missions ministry. 
When the missionary indicates some 
needed cultural adjustments, many 
respond, “I don’t care about the culture; I 
just want to teach the Bible.” The cultural 
adjustments seem to be overwhelming 
and sometimes workers feel inadequate 
to the task. A common defense mecha-
nism comes into play that minimizes 
the cultural importance and argues that 
there is only one gospel. After all, it is the 
gospel once for all handed down to the 
saints, and there is only one meaning of 
Scripture. However, rather than dismiss-
ing the need for culturally appropriate 
ministry, this argument supports it. Since 
there is only one saving gospel, and this 
one way must be heard and understood, 
it is essential that we present it in a way 
that can be “heard.” The Western, highly 
literate cultures are the minority in the 
world. To be effective witnesses, we must 
learn how others think, interact, and com-
municate. 

Orality Issues
Oral cultures constitute over fifty 

percent of the world’s people, and over 
seventy percent of the unreached people 
groups of the world. Among these people, 
relationships are the key to successful 
communication. Oral cultures are those 
that learn best and most easily through 
stories, anecdotes, proverbs, songs, and 
practical experience. People in oral cul-
tures are preliterate27 and often speak a 
language that has not yet been reduced 
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to writing. In fact, the International Oral-
ity Network that grew out of Lausanne’s 
Executive Task Force regarding issues in 
orality reports, “At least 1.5 billion people 
in the world have never been introduced 
to reading and writing.”28

Of the almost 7,000 languages in the 
world, only 414 have a Bible translation, 
1,068 have a New Testament, and oth-
ers have some portions. Yet, over 3,000 
languages do not have a single verse. It 
is obvious that much work remains in 
the task of Bible translation. A translator 
who feels called to enter a culture with an 
unwritten language to provide them the 
Scriptures must first learn the language 
without any teacher, book, or school. Then 
comes the long process of translation, 
teaching the people to read their own lan-
guage, and revising the manuscript along 
the way. Wycliffe reports that the time 
needed for this process is twenty to thirty 
years, depending upon the language. No 
one suggests that the work among the 
13,000 unreached people groups wait until 
they have a Bible finished for their lan-
guage. We must utilize oral methodolo-
gies in order to communicate the gospel 
in culturally appropriate ways among 
such cultures.

 However, oral methodologies are to 
work in concert with translation efforts 
and are meant to serve until a Bible is 
available and the target culture is trained 
to read, write, and value literacy. Oral 
methodologies are not to be permanent 
alternatives to Bible translation, but rather 
to work in conjunction with the written 
word when completed. Some Bible trans-
lators have said that their happiest day 
of ministry was when they finished the 
translation and gave the Bible to their 
people group; the saddest day was when 
they returned years later to find the Bibles 

on a shelf unread. The day when a Bible-
less language has God’s word and loves 
to read it is decades away in most of these 
languages, if it happens at all. Some oral 
cultures never seem to embrace literacy 
or place a high value on it.

Herbert Klem has written an insight-
ful book on orality in Africa29 in which 
he presents the results of many literacy 
efforts that were less than desired. Most 
literacy efforts spring from our ethnocen-
tristic perspective that everyone wants 
to read and write because we value it in 
our culture. We often seek to address the 
felt needs that we would experience if 
we were in the target culture context. He 
found that for various reasons many cul-
tures would not embrace literacy. Some-
times this was because their orality bound 
the culture together and in other cases, it 
was due to the shame that the elders felt 
when the children could read and they 
could not, so they denigrated the skill.30 
In addition to the oral cultures and their 
relational societies, countries such as the 
United States are experiencing a burgeon-
ing secondary orality among their own 
populations.31 Secondary orality refers to 
those who can read when necessary but 
whose preferences and thought patterns 
follow an oral pattern.32 

Missiological Strategy and 
Methodology

The key for successful ministry in 
another culture is to understand the cul-
ture at the worldview level. Only then, 
will we avoid the pitfalls of ethnocentrism 
and the monocultural methodologies of 
the ugly American. We must be sensitive 
to cultural differences for receiving and 
processing information. For instance, 
in an oral, relational culture a narrative 
format is the most effective communica-
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tion method. 
In highly literate cultures, a professor 

may assign chapters to read and reflect 
upon for class discussion, but in rela-
tional-type cultures, a narrative approach 
finds more success. Oral societies utilize 
a narrative approach for sharing infor-
mation and training such as mentoring, 
master-apprentice, and watch-then-do 
models. Even in highly literate societies 
it is common to ask someone “how to” do 
rather than reading a manual explaining 
“how to,” even though every bookstore 
has a “how to” shelf in its inventory. The 
practice of a young man apprenticing 
himself to an established pastor or phy-
sician was the training school of former 
generations. Our own culture has largely 
forgotten these models but they still reign 
as the gold standard in others. We should 
remember and employ these effective 
models when training believers from oral 
cultures. 

Understanding that cultures are as 
unique as the peoples that embrace them 
has led the discipline of intercultural com-
munication to re-examine how we evan-
gelize and disciple. A methodology that 
Jesus regularly used was telling stories. 
Stories capture the heart and engage our 
minds. When Nathan wanted to confront 
David with his sin, he couched it in the 
context of a story. The story had its desired 
effect. Others have written on the biblical 
basis of storying as a methodology by cit-
ing the many biblical examples.33 In fact, 
even in highly literate cultures, the part of 
a sermon we remember most vividly, and 
often for years, is the story or illustration 
rather than the outline or main points. 
Many pastors cannot even remember 
their own outline from a previous week. 
The ability to recall is what renders story-
telling so powerful. 

Worldview, beliefs, values, and behav-
ior patterns are at work in every person. 
Beliefs, values, and behavior patterns 
grow out of the worldview. Worldview is 
the lens through which we see the world 
regarding what is real, where we came 
from, where we are going, etc. This world-
view grew out of the stories we heard all 
of our lives. If we believe that humans 
came from the union of two jungle ani-
mals, we will have great reverence for 
those animals and little regard for some 
cosmic god. When we replace these stories 
with biblical stories, a biblical worldview 
begins to take shape. 

Missionaries have found that preach-
ing John 3:16 on the first day in a village 
when the people had no background or 
worldview for understanding all of the 
implications of the verse was ineffective. 
However, when sharing the stories of the 
Bible from creation, the fall, the flood, 
and so forth to the cross, the people were 
broken-hearted for sin and repentant. 
They embraced Christ as the Savior that 
He is.34 

This lack of a biblical worldview influ-
ences the acceptance of the gospel mes-
sage in cultures like the United States as 
well. George Barna reported in 2004 that 
only seven percent of the U.S. population, 
nine percent of U.S. Protestants, and fifty-
one percent of U.S. Protestant pastors had 
a biblical worldview. 35 One of my students 
had been witnessing to his mother unsuc-
cessfully for thirteen years. He accepted 
the challenge of using this model for shar-
ing the gospel with her on a weekly basis 
over lunch. Through the process of using 
the Chronological Bible Storying model, 
his mother has accepted Christ and been 
baptized.

Strategically, storying is an effective 
missiological method for several rea-
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sons. With storying, people are able to 
understand, remember, and repeat the 
stories that they have heard. Oral culture 
peoples do not easily understand highly 
literate methods like steps and outlines, 
and even if they understand somewhat, 
they cannot remember and repeat them 
to others. Missionaries use storying effec-
tively to disciple as well as evangelize. In 
one pastoral training model in Northern 
Africa, teachers taught local pastors in 
three levels fifty stories each and several 
songs or choruses that went with each 
story. At the end of three years, the pas-
tors could evangelize, disciple, and train 
leaders armed with a corpus of 150 Bible 
stories, and four hundred fifty songs and 
choruses. In oral cultures, this method 
is much more effective than reading and 
reflecting—especially when the language 
has not yet been reduced to writing!

For Southern Baptists, over seventy-
five percent of our churches are located 
in the twenty percent of the world that is 
highly literate.36 Someone has said that a 
definition of insanity is continuing to do 
what you have always done while expect-
ing different results. If we desire to see 
missions advance and the extension of 
the kingdom, we must learn to reach and 
teach cultures that are unlike our own. 
Learning the language of others is an 
essential first step, yet that in itself does 
not ensure effective communication. Each 
culture has its own nuances that render 
its culturality unique. 

For example, churches in the United 
States that desire to have an outreach 
to Hispanics would do well to keep this 
dynamic in mind. While their efforts 
are well intentioned, cultures from the 
twenty-one countries that speak Span-
ish are as different as the cultures in the 
countries that speak English.37 A success-

ful outreach should include opportunities 
to study the Bible in the “heart” or natal 
culture and language. The church with a 
vision for reaching Hispanics should con-
sider steps like Sunday School classes for 
various culture groups such as Mexicans, 
Cubans, Ecuadorians, etc., and then a 
combined worship service to celebrate the 
unity that we have in Christ. In this way, 
the individual is evangelized or discipled 
in a way that is culturally appropriate but 
challenged to take the next step of unity. 

Conclusion
Intercultural communication is just one 

tool from the multifaceted field of intercul-
tural studies. With the use of these tools 
from the cultural anthropology toolbox, 
Christian communicators discover more 
effective ways to share the gospel. 

Studying the various cultures of the 
world to know how best to communicate 
the gospel is wise stewardship. Night 
is coming when no man can work and 
there remains very much land to possess. 
Preaching to people in a language that 
they do not understand, or using any 
other culturally inappropriate method, 
would obviously be an ineffective strat-
egy. As those who have been entrusted 
with the gospel once for all delivered 
to the saints, without which no one can 
be saved, we should use every resource 
available to us for effective sharing of this 
saving message.

The indigenous people that killed Jim 
Elliot, Nate Saint, Pete Fleming, Roger 
Youderian, and Ed McCulley in the Ecua-
dorian jungle in 1956 were once known 
as Aucas. This word comes from the 
neighboring Quichua Indians and means 
“naked savages.” No one had gotten close 
enough to learn their real tribal name and 
survive the encounter. After the tragic 
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deaths of these men, Nate Saint’s sister, 
Rachel, and Jim Elliot’s widow, Elisabeth, 
were able to reach and teach this ruthless 
tribe by using many of the skills described 
above. We now know that the tribe calls 
itself Waodani. Their idiomatic way of 
referring to something that they like very 
much is to say that they “see” it well, or 
of hearing great news as something that 
they “hear” very well. When we think of 
other cultures around God’s world, how 
will they hear the gospel? 
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