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I was talking to a friend in Argentina a few years ago. I asked him for his 

opinion on a certain matter that needed to be done. His response, “sería 

medio difícil,” which may be translated like, “that would be kind of hard.”  

So, I’m thinking that we’re thinking the “same” thing: that would be “kind of 

hard,” but we can do it! But he’s not saying that. He’s more saying something 

like… “No. I don’t want to do that.”  

What I was in the process of learning is the difference between context and 

direct and indirect cultures.  Sometimes it’s hard to understand one another. 

That’s because we don’t all think alike. We don’t process alike.  Socially 

acceptable behavior may be different. That makes us feel out of place when 

we are around people of different cultures and ethnicities.  

Watch Video 1.1 "What Is Culture?"
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https://vimeo.com/465967243


This course is about culture. More importantly, the course is designed to 

help you think through your own cultural values and to build a plan to 

acknowledge, accept, appreciate and adapt to other cultures you 

encounter on your life’s journey. There are principles about cultures that help 

us as we try to understand that people do not think alike due to their culture. 

Let’s begin with a definition of culture.

What Is Culture?
There are several definitions of culture that have been presented over the years: 

 

Many sociologists and anthropologists: “An organized set of beliefs, values, 

customs and behavior that separates one group from another. “ 

Geert Hofstede, the Dutch anthropologist, defined it,“Culture is the software of 

the mind.”  

Culture is the way we have been socialized and trained to think. This 

socialization occurs from the time we are born and is affected by life’s events. We 

need to understand that the fact that people are different is not a bad thing. It is 

uncomfortable until we know the people and begin to understand how they have 

been trained to think. 

Culture is the operating system that invisibly programs the way groups of people 

interpret the world. 
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Worldview, values, and customs

Again, the culture, or cultural worldview, is how people interpret the world. 

Many times people see the customs or practices of a particular and go 

away thinking, “How different!”, or “How strange!” 

But it’s not strange to them. 

It’s normal.  

Culture impacts what we see in Scripture, what we fear, how we react to 

circumstances, even what we see in Scripture. In this course, we will take a 

deeper look at several factors related to culture and give you a couple of 

tools to understand cultures where God may place you.  

Customs/Practices

Values

Cultural worldview
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However, those practices and customs come from a 

set of values to which the culture adheres. What are 

the values behind the customs and practices. For 

example, let’s take telling the truth. If my culture 

says it is okay to not tell the truth under certain 

circumstances, then the behavior of lying will most 

certainly be seen in the culture.  

But, these values come from the cultural worldview 

of that people. Again let’s take the example. When 

we lived in a particular part of India, the word 

“clever” was used in certain circumstances. If 

someone were said to be “clever”, that meant 

proceed with caution, or be careful, with that person. 

What they say may not be true.  But to understand 

the worldview, we needed to realize that in 

Hinduism, at times the Hindu gods and goddesses 

lied. This religious practice affects the worldview, 

which affects the values, which affects behavior. 

This occurs in every culture. We are the end result of 

the impact of our cultures. 
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Culture Shock
The Miriam Webster online dictionary defines culture shock as, 

“a sense of confusion and uncertainty sometimes with feelings of 

anxiety that may affect people exposed to an alien culture or 

environment without adequate preparation.” 

I disagree with that definition in that there is no “adequate 

preparation” for a person living long-term in another culture.  

In fact, I believe the only way to come through the two to three year 

process of culture shock is to not only observe the differences in 

customs, but to gain an understanding of the values and cultural 

worldview that create the customs and practices. 

We can acknowledge differences, but we can’t grow to accept, 

appreciate and adapt to the culture without an understanding of the 

values and cultural worldview of that people. 
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Many time people think of culture related to a national culture: U.S. culture, 

Indian culture, Chinese culture, etc.  But, since the definition of culture many 

times refers to particular set of beliefs, values, customs and behaviors that 

separate one group from another, we must begin to think of culture at the level of 

ethnicity, or ethnic groups. 

In today’s world of refugees and diaspora, many countries are no longer mono-

cultural. That does not mean that there isn’t a dominant culture. In some places, 

like the United Arab Emirates, although Emirates are a minority with regard to 

population, only Emirates can vote.  In Malaysia, there are three major ethnic 

groups: Malay, Chinese, and Indian. 

But there are subcultures in every country. The Anglo subculture in the U.S. thinks 

differently than the Hispanic subculture and the African-American subculture 

thinks differently than the Korean subculture. All are considered “Americans,” 

which is true of all citizens in any particular country. But that doesn’t mean that 

people share the same culture.  People think differently and many times do not 

understand each other.  

Subcultures
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Likewise, there are professional and organizational subcultures. Years ago, 

Apple spent a lot of advertising on comparing the “Apple guy” to the “PC 

guy.” The message they were sending was about organizational subculture. 

In the same manner, you see the Google, Facebook, and Amazon company 

cultures as very different from the Coca Cola, IBM, and Walmart cultures. 

There are political subcultures, religious subcultures and generational 

subcultures. That’s why there is so much research on Baby Boomers, Baby 

Busters, Gen X, Millennial, and Gen Z in the Western World. There are 

places in the world where the majority of people couldn’t care less. 

The point is that all of these can affect culture and therefore affect us. Dr. 

David Livermore of the Cultural Intelligence Center makes this point in an 

article entitled, “Stop Teaching Cultural Differences.”  In the article, he 

references what is known as intersectionality. Intersectionality refers to an 

individual’s overlapping identities. For example, a 2nd generational 

Hispanic woman  is Vice-President of an international company. She is 

Hispanic, a woman, a professional, of a certain socio-economic group, etc. 

So if you are meeting with her, how do you know which of those 

characteristics is most relevant? Add to this fact, that in many countries 

you have 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th generations from different cultural 

backgrounds, and it is more complex.  
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Personality

We are a result of our cultures and subcultures. Some of 

these may be relatively new and some may have been 

thousands of years in developing. Even with “globalization” 

we need to understand that this “invisible programming” 

affects what you prioritize, how you define success, and 

purpose. 

Culture is like a big umbrella that affects everyone under it. Under that 

umbrella are the subcultures that are discussed above. But even with the 

subcultures, people have individual personalities. Sometimes these 

personalities think and act differently from what would be considered normal 

behavior in that culture or society, even with the societal and cultural 

pressure and safeguards.  

In some individualist cultures, this is seen as something positive (to a 

degree). But in a collectivistic culture this would be seen as negative and 

disrespectful. We will talk about this in a later session. 
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As a visitor to a culture, care should be taken to 

understand normal behavior as defined by the cultural 

majority. Too many times we see something and then 

communicate to friends that “Everyone in this 

culture….(fill in the blank), when in reality that was 

the behavior of a certain person or of a particular 

group within that culture.  

Watch Video 1.2 "The Naked Man"
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https://vimeo.com/465967844
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