A look at James Plueddemann’s Leading Across Cultures 
(This review is written from the perspective of international student ministry in the USA)
by 

Lee Wanak

I write this review as someone who, like the author, James Plueddemann, has crossed cultures for 30 years.  Plueddemann’s target group is leaders who leave “us” to go to “them.”  This is in contrast to international student work in the USA where the “them” come to “us.”  One question raised is “whose rules and whose patterns, apply?”  When internationals enter a foreign context it is normal for them to assume that the patterns of the new environment are to be followed, though those of us who cross cultures are often surprised that our deeply imbedded cultural patterns come along in our baggage no matter how hard we try to think contextually.  
Leaders are often chosen on the basis of how their leadership characteristics fit the dominant culture.  Students who were successful leaders at home may be overlooked in foreign contexts because they were relationship oriented and did not fit a goal-oriented culture.  A leader from a high power distance culture may be misunderstood as a power-grabbing dictator in a low power distance culture.  Recognizing that leadership patterns clearly vary across cultures is the first step in developing international student leaders.  

Below I’ve highlighted some of the most salient points of this valuable text for international student work in the USA.  
General Lessons-Part 1: Multicultural Leadership
· Situated Leadership—There’s a time to take charge.  There’s a time for committees.  When it comes to leadership staff need to flex with the situation.  
· Leadership Styles--Help student leaders expand their repertoire of leadership styles.

· Leadership Development—The development cycle is complete when the leaders we’ve nurtured begin the process of pre-evangelism, evangelism, and church planting and nurture.
General Lessons-Part 2: Leadership and Culture
· Ours, Theirs, and the Bible—We need to uncover our own cultural values, discover the cultural values of others, and understand biblical principles of leadership (Chapter 4 is an especially good read for international student ministry).  Plueddemann warns us to beware of being “attracted unknowingly to parts of Scripture that are most in line with our subconscious cultural values.”  This is not an easy task since we are reading the Bible from our own etic (outside the biblical cultures) perspectives.  Even the biblical stories and narratives from which we derive values are also culturally laden.  Plueddemann reminds us that we need to enter the process of developing cross-cultural biblical principles from the whole of Scripture.  Studying the Bible in an intercultural group helps keep our cultural perspectives in check and allows us to see the text from a variety of perspectives.
· High Context and Low Context—Chapter 5 addresses leadership styles in relation to cultural patterns.  The chart on p. 88 is particularly helpful for mostly low-context Americans ministering to peoples from high-context cultures.  Keep in mind the tendency to utilize the cultural patterns of the “other” in order to be understood.  Plueddemann shares the words of the African leader communicating to Westerners, “I’ve had to learn to be more assertive in my dealings with Americans just so they would hear me” (p. 82).  Sometimes this is done in a clumsy manner.  The international student feels he/she has communicated and the American staff member may feel attacked.  Understanding how context affects communication is key in clarifying meaning.
· High Power and Low Power Distance—This distinction can be an area of significant conflict and misunderstanding across cultures.   Low power distance people can appear to be too assertive and disrespectful to high power distance people.  High power distance people can appear arrogant and dictatorial to low power distance people. Plueddemann’s analysis of power relations from a biblical perspective helps us broaden our perspectives.  When I asked high power distance students to address me by my name, “Lee,” they replied, “Yes Sir.”  My attempts to decrease the power distance did not fit the high power distance views of the Asian culture in which I was serving.  
· Collectivism and Individualism—Chapter 7 helps us reflect our American individuality and nationalism.  Ministry to internationals requires us to look at the world with a “God’s eye” perspective.  Such a perspective transcends individuality and tribalism, fusing individualism and collectivism in a global-centric worldview.
· Dealing with Ambiguity—Chapter 8 addresses the tendency of some peoples (primarily in the West) to avoid ambiguity and the tendency of other cultures to have a high tolerance for ambiguity.  When chapter leaders and staff set goals, those goals will have differential significance from person to person.  For low tolerance uncertainty people having clear decision making processes, records, and detailed task procedures is important.  For high tolerance uncertainty people a rousing call to service or a direction setting slogan is better for setting direction.  We need the whole spectrum—low to high tolerance of ambiguity—to fulfill our Kingdom roles.  
General Lessons Part 3:  Contextualizing Leadership
· Situated Leadership--Plueddemann discusses situated approaches to leadership.  Some staff can be micro-managers, others very laissez-faire.  A good leader knows what style each situation requires.  This will vary across cultures.  Developing a theology of leadership, Plueddemann presents an adaptation of Frankena’s model of the relationship of philosophy and methodology.  The model moves from universal to cultural and from theology to theory to practice.  It is a reciprocal model of how leaders can utilize biblical absolutes while addressing contextual situations.  Chapter 10 develops a Christian theory of leadership useful for staff workers.
General Lessons Part 4:  Global Leadership Practice
· Chapter 11 addresses metaphors for visionary leadership and contains useful ideas for vision based planning in the cultural context.  Perhaps the ultimate goal of international student ministry is to produce Christian leaders who can influence their own contexts for Christ.  
· The final chapter helps broaden our view of leadership to embrace both low- and high-context cultures. I will end with Plueddemann’s model for leadership development across cultures:  1) seek out high leadership potential people; 2) assess their strengths and weaknesses; 3) challenge them; 4) support them.  

I enjoyed this insightful text and encourage InterVarsity International Student Ministry staff to study it in detail. 
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