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"Will God be with me back home?"  

If you are an international student or scholar who has experienced significant spiritual change since leaving home, you are probably very interested in the answer to this question.  You want to know if your new faith in Christ will be able to withstand the rigors of life back home.

 
You are not alone in seeking an answer to this question. The answer is to be found in the lives of your brothers and sisters in Christ who have gone before you. Their struggles and triumphs are here for you to read and experience.  Your task will be to join them in their search for spiritual discernment and direction.  While each life situation we face has its own set of unique circumstances, the following stories or "case studies" from around the world beckon us to take our faith outside American culture and begin to place it in another cultural context. 


Putting the Bible To Work In Our Culture: Case Studies From Life Back Home, is a tool to help you begin the process of integrating your faith in Jesus Christ within the context of your home culture. As you read through the following case studies, be encouraged by the ability of God's Word to be at home in your culture. God knows you. He knows your family and your people, and He is ready and willing for His Kingdom to come to that place you call "home."

John Eaves

April, 2003
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New York, NY

Christ and Your Culture

Every person is born into a culture. The influence of one's culture is incredibly profound.  It will determine how we perceive the world in which we live, shape our value system, and govern social behavior.  Even though our culture exerts tremendous influence on our lives, most of us are not consciously aware of it. We subconsciously assume that everyone else thinks and acts like us.  It is only when we enter into a new cultural context that we experience just how different people can be. This is true on a spiritual level as well as a cultural level.  


When we encounter Jesus Christ as our Savior and Lord, we open ourselves not only to a person, but to a new culture as well. It is the culture of the Kingdom of God.  As a result, culturally determined perceptions and behaviors come under His scrutiny.  Jim Chew, author and veteran cross cultural missionary in Asia states:


Conversion is radical in nature because a change in allegiance takes place.  Whether the change is gradual or sudden, it will affect the person's whole life.

Firstly, the person's whole world view will change... Former gods which ruled over him now are no longer in control. His allegiance is to Jesus Christ.  His former beliefs which gripped his mind are no longer a force. The change to a biblical and Christ-centered world view may take a process of time but the essence of change has already taken place. Jesus Christ is Lord.


Secondly, values and behavior will change.  Kingdom values begin to invade the life of the convert. Exposure to the Word of God and its high moral standards will impact his life.  Christlike qualities will form and grow with the enablement of the Holy Spirit.  Loving God leads to loving neighbor.  Relationships to family and community will be affected.  Sometimes there will be tensions and conflicts as he follows Christ.  He will learn that discipleship is costly, but as he learns to follow Christ, he will be salt and light in his society. 

 (When You Cross Cultures: Vital Issues Facing Christian Missions, 1990, The Navigators, Singapore, p.34) 

One of the ironies of the Christian life is that God saves us out of our culture only to put us back into it. New believers usually react strongly to their culture as they express their new allegiance to Jesus Christ. At first, there is a tendency to reject one's culture. It tends to represent that which we have abandoned to embrace Jesus as Lord and Savior.  Consequently, as new believers we tend to believe that separation from our cultural roots is a prerequisite to following Christ.  We embrace verses like:

... friendship with the world is hatred toward God. (Js. 4:4) 

Do not love the world or anything in the world. (I Jn. 2:15)  

Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? (II Cor. 6:14)

This initial polarization between our life as a new Christian and associating with our culture seems to moderate over time under the transforming power of the Holy Spirit.  We tend to become more responsive to Bible passages that stress how we are to impact our respective cultures as followers of Jesus Christ.  Our spiritual maturation brings with it a greater acceptance and renewed appreciation for some aspects of our culture. We learn how to recognize the stamp of the Creator's hand on our culture (Gen. 1:26; Rm. 1:20) while being mindful of its self-centered sin nature (Rm. 3:23; Ps. 14:1-3). We acknowledge those things that reflect the beauty, wisdom, and kindness of God, but also are able to identify patterns of exploitation, abuse, and idolatry, as expressed in the following verses:

Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Rm. 12:21)  
I have written you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people-- not at all meaning the people of this world who are immoral, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters. In that case you would have to leave this world.  But now I am writing you that you must not associate with anyone who calls himself a brother but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, a drunkard or a swindler. With such a man do not even eat. What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church? Are you not to judge those inside? God will judge those outside" (I Cor.5:9-13)

"You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men. "You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden.  Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house.  In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven. (Mt. 5:13-16)
Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life--  (Phil. 2:14-16)

As God's people, we are given the awesome task to both affirm and judge our respective cultures.  Our culture is too self-serving to trust its standard for analyzing truth, so we must rely on God's help.  His Word becomes our measuring rod for all cultural analysis.  In this respect, the Gospel of Jesus Christ transforms culture, not visa versa.  We must also acknowledge that it is the role of the Holy Spirit to resolve how one applies God's Word from culture to culture. Both aspects are necessary to fully understand God's intentions for us within the context of our specific culture. The end result is that God wants to use us where we live.  This is why we are called to be "salt and light" in our respective cultures.  We highlight values and behaviors that are pleasing to Him.  We expose values or behaviors that are evil and demonic.  We creatively redeem values and behaviors, making them more acceptable to God's Kingdom agenda.  These new options for interacting with our culture can be grouped into three major categories:

1)  "Redeem it"-- Some values and behaviors in our culture may be partially biblical.  We can highlight the good, and seek to change the less desirable aspects.


For example, because of valuing the absence of confrontation and avoiding having to "lose face", some Asian cultures rely on mediators to resolve interpersonal conflicts. One day, a group of Christians from a Southeast Asian nation read Jesus' remarks in Mt.5:23,24 which instruct a believer to go directly to the person you have a conflict with and seek reconciliation. They recognized that this command contradicted their cultural practice. For their culture, it was more important to keep peace at any cost, even if it meant hiding the truth or lying to another about your feelings.  The accepted practice was to use a third party or mediator to patch up any strained relationships.   The mediator's role was to resolve the dispute so that the next time the two parties came together, they would pretend like there never was a conflict in the first place. 


Over time, these believers decided that they needed to change this practice. They decided to keep the mediator, but change his or her role.  The mediator's new task was to insure that each party was sincere in seeking reconciliation.  This assurance of potential success gave everyone the confidence to engage in direct reconciliation with one another.  The new practice was not immediately accepted by the community-at-large.  However, direct reconciliation slowly gained acceptance through the example of Christians in the community.

2)  "Expose And Eliminate It"-- Every culture has elements which are blatantly demonic, yet are widely accepted by the general population.  Some believers from cultures with more animistic traditions will see Jesus in direct confrontation with existing principalities and powers. Most like to avoid this kind of conflict. The temptation is to down-play the influence of this new "contender" in our culture, even when it is obvious that Christ is the ultimate victor.  Melba Maggay sees this occuring in supposedly "Christian" cultures like the Philippines:

It is a good thing to remember that religion here is essentially a way of relating to the supernatural. It is not primarily a way of life, a system of ethics and values, or a philosophical standpoint. It is a way of bribing one's way into favor with the gods. It is on these terms that Christianity was accepted here; Jesus, Mary, and the saints are but alternative means of "getting through," replacing the old peace offerings and sacrifices.
The Gospel In Filipino Context (1987, OMF Literature Inc., Manila, p.5)
Christians may face situations where they are called to expose and challenge such forces of evil even if it is unpopular to do so.  Racial discrimination, prejudice, bribery, sexual immorality, neglecting the poor, and idolatry are more glaring examples. The apostle Paul reminds us:

 "For you were once darkness, but now you are the light of the Lord. Live as children of light... and find out what pleases the Lord. Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them" (Eph. 5:8-11).

Sometimes a culture can become openly hostile to the Gospel because it is perceived as a threat to the status quo.  The apostle Paul certainly understood this truth.  He knew that believers standing up for the Kingdom would inevitably face difficult circumstances as the Gospel permeates society, particularly for the first time:

 They preached the good news in that city and won a large number of disciples. Then they returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith. "We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God," they said (Acts 14:21,22).
3)  "Elevate it"-- Every culture has existing values and behavior that coincide with biblical truth. These should be held in honor by believers as examples of God's Kingdom breaking into their particular culture.  Character traits like courage, patience, self-sacrifice, serving others, unconditional generosity, and forgiveness could very likely show up in the value and behavior structure of a particular culture. These godly cultural values and practices may provide tangible links between one's cultural heritage and the Gospel of Jesus Christ. One may also discover  "redemptive analogies" which are signposts that point to God's handprint in the history of a particular people group.  Don Richarson's books entitled Peace Child and Eternity In Their Hearts are a classic example of this idea.

Conclusion

God understands the role of culture in our lives. He knows that it is best to reveal his person and plan of salvation by encountering us in our world rather than forcing us into his. Melba Maggay comments:

It is a principle in communication that the higher the level of generalization, the more abstract and less usable a statement for a specific situation. This is perhaps the reason why the Eternal Word was not afraid to become a Jew. In belonging to a specific ethnic grouping, He was not being less than a man for all races and seasons. He was simply seeing to it that the fact of God should be something that people can touch and see and handle.
Communicating Christ Cross-Culturally: Towards a New Context For Missions In the Philippines (1989, New Day Publishers, Quezon City, p. 19.)


God wants to touch our lives and our culture with the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Jesus said, "The time has come. The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news (Mk. 1:15)!" Our lives and our world will never again be the same.

How To Integrate Case Studies With Bible Study

Evangelical Christians have traditionally relied on two primary approaches for studying God's Word-- by topic (systematic) and by text (inductive). The topical approach organizes biblical truth according to predetermined categories (sin, atonement, prayer, etc.), analyzes all applicable texts, then provides a summary of findings. The textual approach to Bible study examines a specific biblical document in its historical and literary context, then applies this truth in one's current life situation.


Western cultures (like Europe and the North America) tend to communicate in sequential and logical patterns, and naturally gravitate to topical or textual methods of Bible study. However, several cultures around the world find this rather awkward and incompatible with their manner of thinking and learning.  This has resulted in emergence of an alternate approach for doing Bible study.  This Bible study form differs from systematic or textual methods in that it beckons any culture to let the Bible "scratch them where they itch."   It is born out of real life encounters, and called "Life Context" Bible Study.  The "life context" approach to Scripture allows non-believers to initially interact with the Word of God at a safe psychological distance through observing how real people respond biblically to real-life situations.  It also gives believers confidence that God can provide answers to life issues they face everyday.

 
The actual process of creating a "life context" study is quite simple.  Participants follow a general outline consisting of asking and answering four simple questions:

Four Steps To Develop A  

"Life Context" Bible Study
Start by answering the following four questions:
1. "What Is My Culture Up To?"-- What are the major trends and social forces in my culture today (They may be new, or long established cultural values or behaviors.) For example, how does your family treat deceased ancestors?  What do educated people think about those living in poverty? Is violence acceptable? Where, and why?  From your observations, write a critical event or case study that depicts this value or behavior in your specific culture.

2. "What does the Bible say about this?"-- Locate appropriate Bible texts that address similar issues being raised in your case study.  Take the topic of how educated people in your society treat people who are poor. You may want to discuss Jesus' parable of the rich man and Lazarus (Lk. 16:19-31).

3.  "Who has faced this before?"-- The Bible is full of people who may have shared an experience very similar to the people in your case study. Do your homework and search out these parallel stories. Explore any shared emotions, circumstances, or reactions between the biblical characters and the people in your case study. Personal identification with biblical characters is key. It reminds us that we are not alone. God has worked things out for others, and he can do it for us too. Suppose your case study was about being pressured to adopt beliefs or behaviors that go against one's faith in Christ. A study of Daniel, especially Chapter 3, might be a source of great encouragement.

4. "What does this mean for the way I live?"-- The outcome of our efforts is to practically apply God's Word to our particular cultural context. Draw from your biblical research as you apply the Bible to a situation everyone can relate to. Begin to form conclusions as to how you might respond-- "Redeem It, Expose & Eliminate It, Elevate It."

Understanding the Limitations of 

"Life Context" Bible Study
While we should be allowed to ask questions of the Bible, the Bible has some questions of its own to ask us. Our selected case studies will never adequately deal with all of the issues God wants to address in a given culture.  We need to utilize all available methodologies and tools (like Bible dictionaries, commentaries, and study helps) to first understand as best we can the historical context and intended meaning of a Bible text, letter, or book.  Insufficient biblical research on our part will almost always lead to an improper life application. We must do our homework well. In How to Read the Bible For All Its Worth, Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart suggest that:

The first task of the (Bible) interpreter is called "exegesis". Exegesis is the careful, systematic study of the Scripture to discover the original, intended meaning. This is basically a historical task. It is the attempt to hear the Word as the original recipients were to have heard it, to find out what was the original intent of the words of the Bible ... The reason one must not begin with the here and now is that the only proper control for hermeneutics (interpretation) is to be found in the original intent of the biblical text ... Otherwise biblical texts can be made to mean whatever they mean to any given reader.." (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1981 , pp. 21, 26)

By first planting our feet firmly in the historical context of God's Word, we are prepared to practically apply biblical truth in our specific cultural context.  After doing a few of the case studies in this series, try writing some of your own. Through this process, you will come to appreciate how much God can work in you and in your culture.

Putting the Bible To Work In Our Culture:

Case Studies From Life Back Home

Part I: Is There Life After A 

Failed Comprehensive Exam? 

(China)

It was like a bad dream that did not go away. Chang could not believe what was happening to him.   He felt empty and utterly devastated.   Having grown up in a country where less than 2% of all students attend university, Chang had beat the odds and was accepted in a graduate degree program at a top-ranked foreign school.  During his second year of study,  he had become a Christian and was an active member of the Chinese fellowship that met on his campus.

    Yet all of this good fortune now seemed lost.  Chang had just learned that his third and final attempt at passing the doctoral comprehensive exam was unsuccessful. Having been the first in his family to attend college, he must now return home with a Masters degree rather than a doctoral degree.  Chang could not bear the thought of returning home.  "Without a doctoral degree, my dream to teach and conduct research is shattered", he thought to himself, "Why did God let me down? "
Questions for Reflection
1) Do you remember a time in your life when future plans and aspirations were changed by unexpected circumstances? How did you react? Even though you thought this change of circumstances was a bad thing to happen at the time, do you still think so now? Why?

2) Helmut Thielecke, a German pastor and theologian, once said after his church was bombed in World War II that in times of personal crisis, one must ask God the right question in order to get the right answer. His advice was to not ask God "why", but "to what end?" The first question "why" is merely an invitation to self-centeredness.  The second question, "to what end?", focuses on God.  Why is the first question so hazardous for someone in a crisis situation? 

3) Chang is a Christian. He is facing the biggest disappointment of his life. What do you think God could be saying to Chang through the Bible verses below?

4) The dictionary defines the word "hope" in this way:

 a. "To desire something with some confidence of fulfillment. 

b. That in which one places one's confidence. 
c. To persist in hoping for something against the odds."
Does "hope" change from culture to culture for a Christian?  Where could Chang place his hope for the future?
Bible Reading
 And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son. And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.  What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? ... Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? ...  No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord... Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.
   Jesus said," So do not worry saying 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' For the pagans (unbelievers) run after all of these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be given you as well. Therefore, do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own."
(Romans 8:28-31, 35, 37-39; II Cor. 4:16-18; Matthew 6:31-34)
Putting the Bible To Work In Our Culture:

Case Studies From Life Back Home

Part II:  The Arranged Marriage 

(India)

   I remember the conversation with my parents just like it happened yesterday. How excited I was to return home and see my family after four years of graduate school overseas. It was not too long after returning home that my mother and father brought up the question of marriage at dinner one evening. Father said, "Now that you are here, we do not want to delay any longer. The family has been working very hard to find a suitable wife for you while you were away. We want to see you get established, and have the perfect person in mind for you." I was speechless. I knew this issue would come up sooner or later, but not so soon. 

    My parents were aware of my becoming a Christian, but now they were acting as though nothing had happened in my life. In their mind, things were just like they had always been. Now I feel trapped between the wishes of my family, the expectations of my culture, and my faith in Christ. What am I supposed to do?
Questions For Reflection:
1) If you were this person, what are some acceptable responses you could give to your father and mother?
2) What are the potential consequences of this person refusing to abide by the decision of his mother and father?

3) One of the Ten Commandments is "Honor your father and mother, so that you may live long in the land the Lord is giving you." (Ex. 20:12). How does this commandment apply in this particular context?
4) In writing to Christians who were living in Corinth, the apostle Paul often gave guidance for how believers could live in a non-Christian society that was radically different in attitude and behavior. Read the following passages by Paul to the Corinthian Christians. Discuss how Paul's insights might apply in this situation?
Bible Reading: Do not be yoked with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what 
fellowship can light have with darkness? What harmony is there between Christ and Belieal (Satan)? What does a believer have in common with an unbeliever? What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the living God. As God has said: "I will live with them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they will be my people." (II Cor. 6:14-16)

     A woman is bound to her husband as long as he lives. But if her husband dies, she is free to marry anyone she wishes, but he must belong to the Lord. (I Cor. 7:39)
    ...If any brother has a wife who is not a believer and she is willing to live with him, he must not divorce her. And if a woman has a husband who is not a believer and is willing to live with her, she must not divorce him. For the unbelieving husband has been sanctified through the wife, and the unbelieving wife has been sanctified through her believing husband. Otherwise, your children would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy. But if an unbeliever leaves, let him do so. A believing man or woman is not bound in such circumstances: God has called you to live in peace. How do you know, wife, whether you will save your husband? Or how do you know, husband, whether you will save your wife? Nevertheless, each one should retain the place in life that the Lord assigned to him and to which God called him. 

 (I Cor. 7:12-17)

Putting the Bible To Work In Our Culture:

Case Studies From Life Back Home

Part III: Power and Influence On the Job (Indonesia)

We have a saying in our country... "asal bapak senang", which means "keep the boss happy."  The bapak is the most important person in my office, placing me in a type of father-child relationship with my superior. He exercises great influence and commands our respect at all times. After all, no one can hold bad feelings against his "father." I am expected to comply with my superior's wishes, and more than once have found myself completely altering my schedule to satisfy his wishes. 

    Though it looks on the outside that my job relationships are friendly and cordial, I know that I am being used in a much bigger game of power and influence. If I am to advance in my job in the Dept. of Finance, I know I must "play the game" according to the rules of the bapak. Yet I am unsure what God expects of me in my work relationships. Ever since I returned from America, things just don't seem to be the same. I thought my frustrations about life in Indonesia would go away. But after a year, they still linger on. I wonder sometimes how can I serve my colleagues, as Jesus commanded, without being totally manipulated and taken advantage of by those who are power hungry. What will keep them from confusing my motives and becoming jealous of my friendly and helpful ways? Maybe they will think it is just a cover-up for seeking a better position and gaining greater control in the office?
Questions For Reflection
1) How would you characterize this person's attitude toward his work? 

2) In your opinion, what influences have caused him to view his job differently?  Do you think these influences are positive or negative?

3) Read the Bible passages below. In what way is Jesus redefining human relationships when it comes to exercising power and influence?  How could these insights help the person in this case study?
Bible Reading


Jesus said, "You know the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among  you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave-- just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many ... The greatest among you will be  your servant. For whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted."  

(Matthew 20:25-28, Matthew 23:11,12)

    Having loved his own who were in the world, he now showed them the full extent of his love... Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist. After that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples feet, drying them with the towel wrapped around him... When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. "Do you understand what I have done for you?," he asked them. "You call me Teacher and Lord, and rightly so, for that is what I am. Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another's feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them." 

 (John 13:1, 3-5, 12-17)
Putting the Bible To Work In Our Culture:

Case Studies From Life Back Home

Part IV: Distracted By Career Success 

(Japan)

  By her own admission, Yumiko is a very unique woman for her time. Having completed a Masters of Business Administration from an American university, Yumiko returned to Tokyo and was employed by a large foreign multinational corporation. In a few short years, Yumiko was promoted past her male counterparts, and became a highly respected businesswomen in Japan. From every indication, her life was a great success. But Yumiko thinks otherwise. This is her story...

    "When I returned to Japan, I was a bit nervous about my family's reaction to my letter that I had become a Christian. I carefully considered whether I would tell them or not. But I concluded that I wanted my faith to be part of my life in Japan as much as it was part of my life in America. I had found peace for my restless heart, and I was determined to not let go of the truth that I had found in Jesus. But after I returned, things began to happen so fast. I was hired shortly after coming back, and my job demanded every available moment. In Japan, women are not afforded the same career opportunities as men. I don't know if my attitude was right or wrong, but I wanted to use my career as an example to other Japanese women. This was very important to me.

    It was not until I became ill and was hospitalized that I began to think about the last 8 years of my life. My position gave me great influence in the company. I had everything I could possibly want. I believed I was succeeding in my goal of bettering life for working women in Japan.  But now,  I see the same emptiness that was in my life so many years ago. Where did I go wrong? What am I to do?"
Questions For Refection
1) What were Yumiko's priorities for her future when she returned to Japan? Which priorities became more important? Why?

2) Career success and material rewards were the primary marks of Yumiko's life. In your opinion, why didn't her faith in God remain a top priority? Could the following Bible passages help Yumiko better understand the spiritual implications of her career decisions?
3) Yumiko recovered from her illness. What do you think happened once she returned to work? Why?
Bible Reading
Jesus told this parable: "A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, where it was trampled on and birds came and ate it up. Some fell on rock, and when it came up the plants withered, because they had no moisture. Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up with the plants and choked the plants. Still other seed fell on good soil. It came up and yielded a crop a hundred times more than what was sown... This is the meaning of the parable. The seed is the word of God. Those along the path are the ones who hear, and then the devil comes and takes away the word from their hearts so they cannot believe and be saved. Those on the rock are the ones who receive the word with joy, but have no root. They believe for a while, but in a time of testing fall away. The seed that fell among the thorns stands for those who hear, but as they go on their way they are choked by life's worries, riches and pleasures, and they do not mature. The seed on good soil stand for those of good and noble heart, who hear the word, retain it, and by persevering produce a crop." (Luke 8:5-8,11-15)

Jesus said, "Do not store up treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also... No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money." (Matthew 6:19-21, Lk 16:13)

Putting the Bible To Work In Our Culture:

Case Studies From Life Back Home

Part V: Revering My Ancestors 

(Malaysia)

by Chin Keat Yue

There was great excitement in the Lee household. Their eldest son, Lee-Chung, had just completed a postgraduate degree at a foreign university and was now back home.  A special meal of Lee-Chung's favorite foods had been cooked. As a thanksgiving for Lee-Chung's success and safe return, prayers, joss sticks, and Lee-Chung's foods were offered to the various gods and idols in the home, including a tablet for departed ancestors. These were given a prominent place in the Lee home.

     Lee-Chung was expected by his family to offer joss sticks and pray to the gods and idols, especially to his departed ancestors for their benevolence for Lee-Chung's success and safe return. Lee-Chung did not want to insult his family or discredit his ancestors by breaking family tradition. But he also knew that his new faith in Jesus Christ had changed his perceptions of this ritual. How could he ever explain his feelings? This is not the way he wanted to return home by creating a major family conflict.
Questions For Reflection
1) What are some possible consequences to Lee-Chung breaking this family tradition?

2) If Lee-Chung decided to participate in this family ritual, how would his actions affect his commitment to following Jesus Christ?

3) Lee-Chung's situation is not uncommon. Christians in the first century also engaged in social relationships with family and friends who were not believers, but who participated in rituals involving food sacrificed to idols. Could the Apostle Paul's remarks to these early believers cited below help Lee-Chung in his decision?  In what way?
Bible Reading
  

 We know that an idol is nothing at all in the world and that there is no God but one. For even if there are so called gods... yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom all things came and for whom we live; and there is but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and through whom we live... But not everyone knows this. Some people are still so accustomed to idols that when they eat such food they think of it has having been sacrificed to an idol, and since their conscience is weak, they are defiled. But food does not bring us near to God; we are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do... Be careful, however, that the exercise of your freedom does not become a stumbling block to the weak. For if anyone with a weak conscience sees you who have this knowledge eating in an idol's temple, won't he be encouraged to eat what has been sacrificed to idols? So this weak brother, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by your knowledge. When you sin against your brothers in this way and wound their weak conscience, you sin against Christ. 

 ( I Corinthians 8:4,5,7-11)
   

Consider the people of Israel: Do not those who eat the sacrifices participate in the alter? Do I mean then that a sacrifice offered to an idol is anything? No, but the sacrifices of pagans are offered to demons, not to God, and I do not want you to be participants with demons... If some unbeliever invites you to a meal and you want to go, eat whatever is put before you without raising questions of conscience. But if anyone says to you, 'This has been offered in sacrifice', then do not eat it, both for the sake of the man who told you and for conscience's sake... So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all to the glory of God. 

(I Corinthians 10:25-28, 31)

Putting the Bible To Work In Our Culture:

Case Studies From Life Back Home

Part VI: Death In the Family  

(Malaysia)

by Chin Keat Yue
  I guess no one expects death to come to your family when you are in the middle of writing your dissertation. Papa Ho passed away late last week. My parents called to ask me to come home and participate in the rites of passing for him. My parents believe they are responsible for making sure that Papa Ho's transition from the world of the living to the nether world be a smooth one. Joss sticks and paper money (not real money) are to be offered to Papa Ho. The family must insure that the joss sticks not go out while the body lay in state, and that paper money be burned as often as possible. Not long after the burial, a huge paper house stocked with paper  items -- TV, VCR, air conditioning units, paper maids, servants, and every conceivable modern convenience is to be burned so that Papa Ho's life in the nether world will be luxurious.  
    

It is difficult enough with Papa Ho's death, but for the first time I face this death ritual with a different perspective. I no longer believe in these practices. Some of my friends at church say death makes us all think about our future, and that this may be a good time to talk with my family about Jesus conquering death and offering us eternal peace with God. I am uncertain about what to do. I can't reject my family by not participating. Is it wrong to feel this way?
Questions For Reflection
1)  If you were in this person's situation, would you agree to participate in the family ritual even though you did not personally believe in it?

2) Based on the following Bible passages, do you think it is possible to alter the outcome of a person's destiny after they die?

3) When should this person share about her faith in Jesus Christ with family members? How do you know when it is the appropriate time?
Bible Reading
     David pleaded with God for his son. He fasted and went into his house and spent nights lying on the ground. The elders of his household stood beside him to get him up from the ground, but he refused, and he did not eat any food with them. On the seventh day the child died... David realized that his servants were whispering among themselves and he realized the child was dead... Then David got up from the ground. After that he washed, put on lotions and changed his clothes, he went into the house of the Lord and worshipped... His servants asked him, "Why are you acting this way? While the child was alive you fasted and wept, but now that the child is dead, you get up and eat?" David answered, "While the child was still alive, I fasted and wept. I thought, 'Who knows? The Lord may be gracious to me and let the child live.' But now that he is dead, why should I fast? Can I bring him back again? I will go to him, but he will not return to me" 

(II Samuel 12:15-23)…  Just as man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment, so Christ was sacrificed to take away the sins of many people (Hebrews 9:27).

   ... For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad. (II Corinthians 5:10)

     Jesus said, "I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies, and whoever lives and believes in me will never die... I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you really knew me, you would know the Father as well." (John 11:25; 14:6,7)

     He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance ( II Peter 3:9) . This is good and pleases God our Savior, who wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. For there is one God and one mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all men-- the testimony given in its proper time ( I Timothy 2:3-6).   Additional Narrative: Luke 16:19-31

Putting the Bible To Work In Our Culture:

Case Studies From Life Back Home

Part VII: Where Do I Go To Church? 

(Mexico)

Dear Gene,
   

Thank you for your nice letter. My family is doing very well, and they are glad to have me home. You will remember our conversation about my concerns in fitting back into my job.  So far, everything is working out for me. I was promoted to Deputy Director of our department.  Even though I am working long hours, I like what I am doing. 

    You asked me in your letter about finding a church. I have visited three churches. The first church I pass by to and from work each day. The people were mostly uneducated and poor. They were very sincere in their worship, but I think we both felt a little uncomfortable.    The second church was an English speaking congregation for the business and diplomatic people working in the capital city. This church seemed more like the one I attended with your family. The third church was also a Protestant church. I went to speak with the pastor, and he seemed very suspicious of me. I don't believe he thought I was a true Christian because of my former Catholic background. After I left, I did not want to go back again.

    I am presently attending Mass with my family, but I am not satisfied.  Our priest is impatient with my needs and interests. This is not what I expected.

Your Friend,

Carlos
Questions For Reflection
1. Carlos visited three different churches in his home city. Why did he become frustrated to the point of not wanting to look anymore?

2. How important is it to meet with other believers, based on the following Bible passages?  How many Christians does it take for a church to exist?  

3. Does the Bible approve of Christians separating themselves according to social status, gender, economic status, or race?

4. Carlos' experience with the Church in the USA was an important part of his spiritual development. But life is different back home. What advice would you give to Carlos at this point?
Bible Reading
As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world... But now in Christ Jesus, you who were once far away (from God) have been brought near through the blood of Christ... consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God's people and members of God's household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Jesus Christ himself as the chief cornerstone. (Ephesians 2:1,13,19)
There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. (Galatians 3:28)  
    Jesus said, "For where two or three come together in my name, there I am with them." ( Matthew 18:20)

    Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful. And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another... (Hebrews 10:23,24)

    My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show favoritism. Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in shabby clothes also comes in. If you show special attention to the man in fine clothes and say, "Here's a good seat for you", but say to the poor man, "Sit on the floor by my feet", have you not discriminated among yourselves and have become judges with evil thoughts? Listen, my dear brothers: Has not God chosen the poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him? But you have insulted the poor. Is it not the rich who are exploiting you?... (James 2:1-6)
Putting the Bible To Work In Our Culture:

Case Studies From Life Back Home

Part VIII: Spiritual Attack:  

Encountering the Darkness  

(Rwanda)

  
 It was difficult leaving my wife and family to come to America for graduate studies. At first I was sick, and very lonely. But I thank God that I was able to meet Christians who were of great help to me. About a year after my arrival, I learned that there were troubles in my family. My brother was causing many problems for my wife and children. Not long after I learned of this, I received in the mail my old prayer book that my mother had kept for me. On the inside was a sealed envelope that was taped shut. A note from my brother said that he was sending this to me as a source of comfort, and that in the envelope attached to the inside of the book cover was a charm that was to help my sickness. These charms come from people in my country who are known to have power to heal or to curse. Many in rural areas go to these people when they are sick, or to place a curse on another person.  A few weeks later, I started hearing voices speaking to me in the night, telling me that my wife was being unfaithful.  I became worried, and was afraid something was wrong with my mind.  Then I started hearing these voices during the day. When I shared this with a Christian friend, I happened to mention about the charm. After learning more, my friend asked me to get the charm. He prayed for me and asked God to protect me. He showed me Bible verses that gave me comfort in knowing that God was stronger than Satan. Then he took the charm out of my prayer book and burned it.  There were a couple of times that I heard voices again after that, but it was not the same. I would pray and read the verses in the Bible about God's victory over evil. The voices have not returned in several months.

Questions For Reflection
1) Do you think it was difficult for this person to accept the fact that he was under some form of spiritual attack? Why, or why not? 

2) What actions were taken to correct this problem? Do you think this was the proper thing to do?
3) Based on the Bible passages below, should Christians expect to be involved in some form of spiritual struggle or warfare?  What advantage do we have in this conflict? How do we prepare for such situations?
Bible Reading
   Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God, so that you can take your stand against the devil's schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore, put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after having done everything, to stand. Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the Gospel of peace. In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. (Ephesians 6:10-17)
   Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Come near to God, and he will come near to you.( James 4:7,8)  ...for greater is he who is in you [Jesus] than he who is in the world [Satan] ( I John 4:4) 
   The Lord is faithful, and will strengthen and protect you from the evil one.  (II Thessalonians 3:3)  
     Humble yourselves, therefore, under God's mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. Cast all your anxiety on him, because he cares for you. Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. Resist him, standing firm in your faith, because you know your brothers throughout the world are undergoing the same kind of sufferings (I Peter 5:6-9).  Jesus said, "Now is the time for judgment on this world; now the prince of this world will be driven out. But when I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw all people to myself"  ( John 12:31,32).

Putting the Bible To Work In Our Culture:

Case Studies From Life Back Home

Part IX: My Marriage In Two Cultures  

(Korea)

 
 I am from Seoul, Korea and have lived in my country all of my life until my husband came to New York City to study for a Masters degree in business.  At the end of his first year, I was given an opportunity to enter a graduate program at the same university.  Life was very busy. Our two children attended public elementary school, and my husband used to work very late each night in the library. In my country, it is common for the wife to care for the needs of the family. But there were times when I had to study too, and my husband began to help with the children. It was a difficult time for us, but we managed to complete our studies on schedule.

After returning home, life pretty much returned to what it was like before we left.  I have a job like my husband, but he expects me to do all of the cleaning, cooking, and child care.   He says it is unnatural to do it differently than this. Still, I wonder at times about what we experienced abroad in terms of our marriage and sharing family responsibilities. Is it wrong for me to think that we could help one another like we did before?  As Christians,  my husband and I want to follow God's Word. But it seems that our culture has a big influence on how we apply it in daily life.
Questions For Reflection
1) Can marriage look different from one culture to another? Read the following Bible passages. What should be true of Christian marriage?
2) What does a Christian do when cultural practice conflicts with biblical truth? Is this the case in this situation?
Bible Reading
    Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the Head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. Now, as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.
Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as the radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church-- for we are members of his body. "For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh." This is a profound mystery-- but I am talking about Christ and the church. However, each one of you must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband. (Ephesians 5:17,18,21-33)
      Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.  Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant ...  (Phil. 2:3-7)

Putting the Bible To Work In Our Culture:

Case Studies From Life Back Home

Part X: Counting the Cost 

(Iran)

 I live in a fundamentalist Islamic country.  I had never met a Christian until I came to America to study engineering. It was the first time I had left my country and family. Through a series of events which I cannot go into now, I came to believe in Isa (Jesus). It was a decision that I took very seriously, because I knew what could happen if my parents would find out.  My decision was based on being a secret believer.  Then there would be no problem. 

I love my parents. We talk on the phone at least twice a week. For some reason they began to be concerned about me. I told them everything was okay, but they did not believe me. Then my uncle called from England and said he was coming on business and wanted to visit me. When he arrived, he began to ask me many questions. Then he found a Bible in my room. He asked me why I had it.  I was going to lie, but decided to tell him the truth. He said, "You have been tricked and deceived. We will take care of this right away." When I told him that I knew what I was doing when I became a follower of Isa, he became very angry and said, and “Don’t you know what you have done to the family?  This disgrace falls upon us all!"  My parents were informed, and I was ordered to return home immediately.  If I return, my family will try to bring me back to Islam. But if I try to be a Christian, I could face being disowned by them, being imprisoned, or even killed. I could stay here, but have no means of financial support for completing my degree. What should I do?
Questions For Reflection
1) What would it feel like to have your family cut off all ties with you because of your decision to follow Christ?
2) Read the following Bible passages. What kind of commitment is Jesus looking for from his followers? Should we expect others to agree with our decision to become a follower of Jesus? Why not?

3) Peter said he would die rather than deny Jesus, yet we know that all of the disciples deserted him when he was arrested (Lk. 22:54-65). Later, Jesus forgave Peter (Jn., Ch. 21). Peter went on to become a key leader for the followers of Jesus. What does Peter's experience say to the person who denies being a follower of Jesus when pressured by others, only to regret the decision after the fact?
Bible Reading
   Jesus said, "I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore, be as shrewd as snakes and innocent as doves. But be on your guard against men; they will hand you over to the local councils and beat you in their synagogues ... Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child; children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death. All men will hate you because of me, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved. When you are persecuted in one place, flee to another." (Matthew 10:16,17,21,22)

   "You will all fall away ", Jesus told them...  Peter declared, "Even if all fall away, I will not." "I tell you the truth," Jesus answered, "today -- yes, tonight -- before the rooster crows twice you will disown me three times." But Peter insisted emphatically, "Even if I have to die with you, I will never disown you." And all the others said the same. (Mark 14:27-31)

   Here is a trustworthy saying: If we died with him, we will also live with him; if we endure, we will also reign with him. If we disown him, he will also disown us; if we are faithless, he will remain faithful, for he cannot disown himself. ( II Timothy 2:11-13)
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Coursework complete. Diploma in hand.


My life turns homeward, to a distant, different land.


And I wonder...


"God, will you be with me there 


as you have been here?"
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