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Cross-Cultural Bridging 
frameworks for navigating difficult communication and trustfully working together 
at the intersections of race/ethnicity, age, gender and beyond 

 

Some biblical examples of overcoming cultural gulfs: 
 

(1) The Visions of Isaiah Depicting Future Cross-Cultural Togetherness—former 
adversaries of the exile were depicted by creatures that are natural enemies who will 
be brought together from around the Mediterranean nations (Isaiah 11:1-13). 

(2) Jesus, a Jew, formed a Bridge with the Samaritan Woman—the Jewish historian 
Josephus reports Samaritans harassing Jews traveling through Samaria between Judea 
and Galilee, and Samaritans dispersing human bones in the Jerusalem’s worship 
sanctuary, and Jews burning down villages in Samaria. Nevertheless, they both had 
about as much Jewish blood as each other, and very similar beliefs. Jesus ignored at 
least one cultural taboo by meeting with this woman and in doing so many Samaritans 
believed in him (John 4:1-42, see 4:27).  

(3) Solving an Issue of Marginalized Grecian Widows—the story of a solved problem 
related to a cultural blind spot involved wise, judicial, and swift solution (Acts 6:1-7). 

(4) The Book of Revelation Indicates Heavenly Inclusion of Major Groupings—people 
from “every tribe and language and people and nation” will be standing together before 
the throne (Revelation 5:9, 7:9, 10:11, 11:9, 13:7, 14:6, and 17:15). 

 

Topics Covered 
(1) Defining Culture and Categories of Culture 

(2) Where Cultural Bridges are Provide Value in the Church 
(3) Cultural Lenses 

(4) Common Groupings 
(5) Developmental Awareness 

(6) Team Composition and Development 
(7) Differentiating Prototypes and Stereotypes 

(8) Frameworks for Improving the Conversation 
(9) Bridging Habits 
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Defining Culture and Types of Culture 
 

Working Definitions of Culture 
 

(1) National—culture has been described as “the sum of a way of life, including expected 
behavior, beliefs, values, language and living practices shared by members of a society. 
It consists of both explicit and implicit rules through which experience is interpreted.”1 
The spheres of art, literature, fashion, music, festivals, holidays, and games are the 
visual indicators, whereas aspects like concepts, social rules, communication styles, 
various mindsets, expectations, and views of time require attentiveness.  If you google 
“culture” and “iceberg” you will encounter images of icebergs.  What is below the 
surface is vaster than what we see.  In bridging cultures, we must pay attention to what 
is not easily seen. 
Famous Gert Hofstede wrote, 

“Culture is always a collective phenomenon, because it is at least partly shared with 
people who live or lived within the same social environment, which is where it was 
learned. Culture consists of the unwritten rules of the social game. It is the collective 
programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category of 
people from others.”2 

(1) Local Culture—is an extended variation or subset of national culture 
(2) Organizational Culture—“is the pattern of basic assumptions that a given group has 

invented, discovered, or developed in learning to cope with its problems of external 
adaptation and internal integration, and that have worked well enough to be considered 
valid, and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, 
and feel in relation to those problems.” (Edgar Schein) 

(3) Families and small groups also have strong and distinct cultures 
 
The thing about culture though, is that those in it can’t necessarily see it very fully.  There is a 
saying, fish can’t see water. 

 
  

 
1 Paul Herbig, (1998) Handbook of Cross-Cultural Marketing, New York: The Haworth Press 
2 Geert Hofstede;Gert Jan Hofstede. Cultures and Organizations: Software for the Mind (p. 6). Kindle Edition. 
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Categories that Apply to National and Organizational Culture 
 

(1) Dominant—established its own norms, values, and preferences as the standard for an 
entire group of people. Therefore, decision-making and resources tend to be reflected 
for the majority culture. It can be a good culture, and yet undermine its own attempts 
to create an inclusive environment. 

(2) Subculture—a group of people within a culture that differentiates itself from the parent 
culture to which it belongs, often maintaining some of its founding principles, while 
keeping their specific characteristics intact. Can apply to generational subgroups, 
minorities, discriminated, groups that share similar lived experiences, or strong 
commitment to a genre of music or art (folk subculture). An organizational subculture 
forms when people of common identities, job functions or workplace predicaments, or 
even pleasures gather and forms their own interpretations the dominant workplace 
culture. In Christianity subcultures are often an ethnic, class, or generational 
distinction. 

(3) Microculture—a small specialized-group working within the dominant culture. The 
more change- oriented microcultures share a consistent set of beliefs and values that 
challenge the conventional or mainstream ways, representing the forces in the present 
that shape the behavior of the mainstream in the future. In some arenas it is innovators. 
In a congregation it might be developers of new ideas, models, and practices, OR 
worse, the resisters of change who seek a return to some moment in the past. 

(4) Counterculture—describes a theological, cultural, moral, or dispositional position that 
does not conform to accepted societal norms. Countercultures are visible phenomena 
that reaches critical mass for a certain period, invoking change for the good or bad. 
Along the way these movements can become somewhat mainstream, having helped the 
larger group to avoid stagnation. They can also be harmful to society, due to competing 
agendas among advocates and lack of inherent standards that guide them. 
The Civil Rights Movement was largely a principled counterculture that highlighted 
the gulf between American ideals and American realities related to race and justice, 
using due process whenever possible. Whereas the sexual revolution, another 
counterculture, left debris from uncommitted sexual relationships such as divorce, 
breakdown of the family, a drastic increase of sexually transmitted diseases, unwanted 
pregnancies, and other public health issues. 

 
While biblical Christianity is considered counterculture, there are examples of a counterculture 
within Christianity—radical demythologizing the Bible and radical deconstructionism of faith. 
The first stripped Christianity of the supernatural and the second is currently challenging norms, 
including healthy norms. There is risk in deconstruction of ridding the community of unbiblical 
features and going so far that there is no longer a commitment to following Jesus. 
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Where Cultural Bridges Provide Value in the Church 
 
All congregations have cultures. We can discern cultures of many congregations in the New 
Testament. A local congregational culture is formed by a combination of what we celebrate, whose 
voice matters, what we avoid, what we want to talk about but don’t (elephants in the room), what 
we won’t talk about (sacred cows), what we won’t tell influencers (naked emperors), what we do 
talk about, how we’ve handled difficulties, stories we tell ourselves (true or not), and norms we 
get used to and accept. Newcomers, guests, and leavers often have fresh and valuable perspectives 
on congregational cultures. 
Most of us don’t exist in homogenous single culture congregations.  There are usually subcultures, 
microcultures, and maybe even countercultures. In each situation where there is a cultural 
disconnect, some of the following topics might be important to consider: 
Norms—overly enforced norms of one culture over another. In society we can see competing 
norms with assigning guilt and innocence about a conflict or dispute. First, there is the traditional 
Judeo-Christian framework around due process, evidence, witnesses, avoidance of prejudice, and 
right to defend oneself. And second, emerging theories that involve predispositions about matters 
based on the race, class, and gender of the parties. The new norm is creating a cultural battle that 
is playing out in schools and workplace. 
In the congregation the competing norms are usually around the views of the establishment on a 
topic in contrast to a subset or subculture. The categories include: 

(1) Assumptions—sincerely reading one’s values into another group (Leader about a 
group: “I know that group of members are happy with the decisions we’ve made 
because they would let me know if they weren’t.”) 

(2) Resources and opportunities—potentially favoring one group over another. It is not 
uncommon to see more youth workers in ministries of the dominant culture. 

(3) Racial/Ethnicity—the long historical problems and developments around race ad 
ethnicity has proved a wide variety of “lived experiences” in society that is no less 
important in the church 

(4) Gender—the tension between the traditional paradigm of gender roles within historic 
Christianity, local congregational practice, secular perspectives, and our individual 
beliefs. 

(5) Generations—typically this means engaging fresh ideas and insights from younger 
generations, who are most familiar with emerging issues. 

(6) Other—adaptive vs. settled dispositions, progressive vs. conservative orientations, and 
so forth. 
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Cultural Lenses 
 

Spiritual—how people perceive sin 
Missiologists classify responses to sin in human cultures, which are three moral emotions that have 
become the foundation for three types of culture (derived from Jason George’s, The 3D Gospel3): 

guilt-innocence cultures are individualistic societies, where people who break the 
laws are guilty and seek justice or forgiveness to rectify a wrong 
shame-honor cultures Members of shame-honor cultures are expected to maintain 
the social status of the group, often at the expense of personal desires. 
fear-power cultures where people afraid of evil and harm pursue power over the 
spirit world through magical rituals. 

 

Intrinsic National—Hall & Hofstede 
Various lenses teach us how numerous cultures around the world are oriented differently. Those 
distinctions are in relation to time, space, individualism, restraint, humane concerns, assertiveness, 
uncertainty, power, gender egalitarianism and others. 
American anthropologist and cross-cultural researcher, Edward Hall (1914-2009) 
developed three cultural metrics. And Gert Hofstede (1928-2020), a Dutch engineer, social 
psychologist, and professor of organizational anthropology developed six metrics. 

High or Low Context—Do I live with unwritten and unspoken rules or do I take 
nothing for granted in communication. 
The Need for Space. Do I have a low need for ownership and space or territory 
OR do I need my own space for home, my possessions, parking, and office? 
Monochronic/Polychronic—am I undistracted, doing one thing at a time, and 
committed to work OR am I susceptible to distractions, capable of several tasks at 
the same time, but committed to relationships? 
 
Power Distance—how much inequity is acceptable among us? 
Individualism / Collectivism—how dependent are we on our extended family and 
society? 
Uncertainty Avoidance—how afraid are we of unknown people and ideas? 
Long-/Short-Term Orientation—do we focus on the future, the present or the 
past? 
Indulgence / Restraint—may we have fun or is life only a serious matter? 
Masculinity / Femininity—how shall a man feel and behave, how a woman? 

 

 
3 Georges, Jayson. The 3D Gospel: Ministry in Guilt, Shame, and Fear Cultures . Unknown. Kindle Edition. 
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It is important not to get lost in the technical language. There is no need to memorize these cultural 
dimensions. These categories are usually considered most important when doing business and 
conducting negotiations with people and businesses across the world or when a missionary is going 
to serve in a foreign country.  
Some national cultures are innately adaptable and cross-cultural because they have had to negotiate 
for their seat at the table—such as postwar Japan & Germany. Out of necessity they became 
diligent in observing other cultures to negotiate for their seat at the table. Along the way they 
became increasingly competent in communication and negotiation across cultures. The same could 
be said of other marginalized groups. 
 

Common Groupings 

 
(1) Generational. Each generation develops their views and values during same period at 

around the same age. For example, Senior-most or Silent generation describes adults 
born from 1928 through 1945 were shaped by events in the 1940s and 1950s. Boomers 
were shaped by events in the 1960s and 1970s. Gen Xers were shaped primarily during 
the 1980s and early 1990s. Millennials, ages mid 20s-late 30s, were shaped in the mid-
1990s through the early 2010s. Gen Z, those in their early 20s and younger, are being 
shaped now. 

A rough oversimplification of values by generation is: 
Depression/WWII Era  what is my responsibility / duty 
Silent Gen   what brings order 
Boomer   what is true 
Gen-X    what is real 
Millennial   what is good 
Gen-Z    what is desirable 

 
(1) Ethnic. The idea of “race” was not a social construct until the 1400s, but the distinctions 

of nations, tribes, languages, and dialects were very significant in ancient times. 
Delineators are connected to historical developments, mostly beginning with the 
development of global voyaging, the slave trade, immigration, and conquering lands 
and islands—sometimes in the name of Christ. 

(2) Personal Cultural Development (Occupational/Interests/Training). An artist, an 
engineer, an architect, a scientist, a sports enthusiast, a storyteller, a salesperson, a 
physician, a lawyer, a businessperson, a police officer, a farmer, a cook, and someone 
with a military background will often see the world differently. We will see challenges 
and opportunities in unique ways, bringing different questions and ideas. 

Each cultural variance plays a role on congregational life.  And it calls for cultural humility. 
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Developmental Awareness 
 
How did you become you?  Are you aware of the influences and influencers that shaped your 
development? 

 
Formation 

Write down at least one word for each circle that describes your formative years, the period where 
you were under influences that you didn’t particularly choose. 

Consider which of these influences had a role in developing your values, identity, and perspectives. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
  

FAMILY 

RELIGION COUNTRY /  

REGION 

LANGUAGES 

GENDER / 

SEXUALITY 

RACE /  

ETHNICITY 

 EDUCATION /  

BOOKS / MOVIES 

MAJOR EVENTS 

/ ERA 
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Socialization 

Write down at least one word for each circle that describes your young and older adult years years, 
the period where you were under social influences that you sought out. 
Consider which of these influences had a role in developing your values, identity, and perspectives. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
These formation and socialization wheels make for a great exercise, personally, and when used 
within the context of a team. 
 
 
 
  

MODELS 

PEERS SPORTS / 

ARTS 

COMMUNITIES WORKPLACE 

FAMILY 

MAJOR EVENTS 

/ ERA 

 EDUCATION / 

BOOKS / MOVIES 
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Team Composition and Development 
 
One of the mistakes that businesses and churches alike make is adding people to teams to make 
them more diverse or seem diverse. This approach can do more harm than good because it raises 
hopes and expectations but may ultimately disappoint.  Why might a good thing not necessarily 
be a helpful thing? Let’s look at some examples. 
Let’s say that a group of six like-minded individuals decide to add two or three more individuals 
of different gender, age, skin color, or gift. 

 
Six men  add 2-3 women   Decisions favor the six 

Six evangelists add 2-3 elders and/or teachers  Decisions favor the six 
Six white people add 2-3 people of color  Decisions favor the six 

 
Homogenous majority will very often come to the same or similar conclusions consistent with 
their shared orientation. By merely adding individuals it very little to change consensus outcomes.  
Even with the best of intentions, the cultural leanings of the original six will not only outnumber 
the added members there is the possibility that one of the other 2-3 additions will defect from their 
own orientation on a topic, and join the six, to be likeable by the majority.  How do we solve this 
problem? 
There is a clue in anecdotal evidence. The following insight is based on perspectives of cross-
cultural consultants. I learned this information from professor and consultant Martin Davidson, the 
author of the book, The End of Diversity As We Know It: Why Diversity Efforts Fail and How 
Leveraging Difference Can Succeed. Davidson saw the need to depart from the traditional diversity 
approaches, which often hindering the professional development of the very people and teams they 
were designed to help. 
Here is the rule of thumb insight from the perspective of what some diversity consultants have 
observed:  
“The second most effective kind of a unified team for developing meaningful results is 
homogenous.” 
“The third most effective unified team for developing results is being comprised of members from 
diverse perspectives, along with some basic diversity training.” 
Drum roll please. 
“The most effective unified team for developing transformative results is diverse, but under the 
conditions where leaders spend the extra time and effort to build healthy relationships across 
difference, get to know each other more personally (including lived experiences), and learn to 
manage charged emotions and conflict that can emerge in those relationships.” 
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Differentiating Prototypes and Stereotypes 
 
The words “prototypes” and “stereotype” are being defined here in a very specific manner. A 
prototype is shorthand for where the interpretations of a group within a group, a valid 
generalization of a limited sample, while a stereotype is a formulaic, and oversimplified 
conception, based on one’s opinion, or reckless generalization. Stereotypes tend to be negative. 
An example of a prototype is “From my experience, the Swiss are great at keeping time, being on 
time and getting things done on time. My Swiss colleagues in the company are delighted when life 
unfolds on time and in a highly efficient manner.” A stereotype would be “The Swiss are obsessed 
with time and can’t handle delays.” 
The use of stereotypes usually deals with national or ethnic origins, gender, generation, classes, or 
position in hierarchy. Some stereotypes have some truth behind them, of course, which is why they 
can cause mistrust and even harm. The apostle Paul is believed to have quoted, Epimenides, a 
Cretan philosopher-poet, “Cretans are always liars, evil brutes, lazy gluttons. This saying is true” 
(Titus 1:12-13). Experience informs us that no cultural group is completely homogenous. Perhaps 
Cretans were an exception. It is likely was that their overall character was poor and known even 
to themselves, but we must believe that there were exceptions. 
There are individual differences within every cultural group. Behaviors of members within a group 
cannot be predicted with certainty, as much as some would like to believe. However, becoming 
handy with a working knowledge of members of a cultural group’s various orientations can 
provides a meaningful way to improve understanding and communications to that group. However, 
there are mine fields such as the threat of unnecessarily offending someone. 
The prototype model is a way to manage the way we talk about cultural types in a respectful 
manner. We look at what is clearly visible in recurring patterns but may not be as pervasive as a 
stereotype promotes. A larger group may be comprised of many prototypes existing alongside one 
another.  For instance, the dominant culture of white Americans is comprised of the many 
prototypes, three of which are: 

• culturally aware, self-aware, historically informed, and anti-prejudiced 
• those who have one or two black friends, but are unaware of their privilege 
• committed racists 

There are bad, good, and mid-range prototypes across the spectrum of national, political, and 
ethnic distinctions. It is inevitable that these peculiarities would play out in the congregation. By 
recognizing that subsets of our church families sometimes have shared attributes, we are enabled 
to approach challenges with grace and thoughtfulness. 
The consideration of prototypes can work with some of the cultural lenses. For instance, if a subset 
of a minority tends to be late at events, or be afraid of change, or operate with a collectivist mindset, 
then we have an improved way to connect with them on their terms. As we find ways to 
respectfully talk to each other and about each other, striving to be aware of our own “type” we can 
meet needs, and teach and train more effectively. 
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Conversational Frameworks 
 

By properly framing a situation we can appeal to the higher nature of those we wish to persuade. 
Reframing Change.  One of the contemporary definitions of innovation is “a process through which 
new ideas, objects, and practices are created, developed or reinvented and which are new and novel 
to the unit of adoption.”4 For most of the last two to three thousand years, the concept of 
introducing something new was abhorrent because new things had a negative connotation. 
From its very emergence in Ancient Greece, the concept of innovation (kainotomia) possessed a 
political edge. In fact, introducing change into the established order of things was considered 
subversive, or revolutionary, in the bad sense. This partly explains why humans were very slow to 
make progress for long periods, especially during the Medieval era. 
A deep cultural institutional resistance to change was eventually overcome through multiple 
factors beginning with the Renaissance—recovery of lost books, the printing press, voyaging, 
astronomy, and other sciences. A little earlier the Latin writers came up with a word, “innovo”, 
which meant renewing (return to the original or pure soul), in line with biblical concepts of rebirth, 
regeneration, recovery, and reform. 
From innovo we received modern English words—innovation, innovate, and innovator. 
Fortunately, the word innovation was associated with recovering something, not blowing up 
things. So eventually, after hundreds of years, the idea of new ideas and transformative changes 
were embraced. Conversations about change moved from subversion to retrieval. If a proposed 
new idea could be tied into past wisdom, then it had a chance of being considered. Who doesn’t 
want to get back what was lost? 
From this long ordeal we learn the importance of reframing. The next time someone mistakenly 
challenges a proposed change, introduce them to the past precedent and historical foundation that 
the change is based on, instead of debating the change itself. 
Reframing Divergence. Here is a bad conversation starter – “I think outside the box, you think 
inside the box.”  Here is a second bad conversation Starter – “I like true and tried ways of doing 
things and you get bored with what works.”  And lastly, here is a better conversation starter: 

“One of us is more oriented towards building and getting things done, and the other 
one of us is more oriented toward unpacking and understanding things, and solving 
problems when we get stuck.  We are both needed at times.” 

There are Convergers and Divergers. Some of the greatest moments in Scripture occurred when 
people assembled to move in unison across a sea and peninsula, or construct a tabernacle, or build 
a city, or rebuild a city’s walls and its temple. These moments called for what we’ll call 
“convergers.” Other greatest moments in Scripture occurred when a king held an ecumenical 
Passover, or when Jesus performed miracles on the sabbath, or when Paul and Barnabas began 
converting the Greeks without clearance from the elders in Jerusalem. These moments called for 
“divergers.” 
  

 
4 Walker R. (2006). Innovation Type and Diffusion: an Empirical analysis of Local Government // Public Administration, Vol. 84, No. 
2. 313.  
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Bridging Habits 
 
We’ve mentioned many circumstances where culture is an active component of the interactions 
and organizational dynamics of our congregations. 
We considered that we have collective programming from the groups that we most identify. The 
discussion moved to a variety of situations where we benefit from cultural bridges, some of the 
cultural lenses, the most common groupings, our own developmental awareness, team 
composition, properly and responsibly working with prototypes and avoiding stereotypes, and 
frameworks for important cross-cultural discussions. 
Let’s close this primer on cross-cultural bridging with three helpful habits in important discussions 
related to culture. First, recognize that you are a product of a culture, and it is difficult, if not 
impossible, to objectively see yourself and your group. Second, stay curious about the other 
cultural groups that you engage with by reading, listening, and asking questions. Insofar as 
possible, go deep in relationships with those who think differently because of your different 
backgrounds, and especially do this in the group where you associate. 
And third, do not try to change or deconstruct someone in your close groups about their culture or 
deeply held different paradigms. Instead, do your part to create the space for people who come 
from different places to experience unity with diversity in your presence, unity on the essential, 
diversity where we give and take meaningful thoughts.  Consider the words of this poem. 

Unity implies diversity; uniformity eliminates it. 

Unity makes us one; uniformity makes us the same. 
Unity creates an organism; uniformity craves organization. 

Unity combines and includes; uniformity confines and excludes. 
Unity forms a totality; uniformity is totalitarian. 

Leaders promote unity; tyrants impose uniformity. 
Unity springs from conviction; uniformity comes from coercion. 

Unity respects individuality; uniformity eradicates it. 
A bouquet of flowers gets its beauty not from uniformity, but from unity. 

Nature is not uniform, but a wondrous unity! 
So, why do people sacrifice a profound unity for the sake of a superficial 
uniformity?5 

—Walter Niebrzydowski 

 

 
5 Niebrzydowski, Walter (2012-01-16). Versus Verses (Kindle Locations 1038–1044). Kindle Edition. 


