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Cultural Sensitivity
Introduction

Every country has people of different cultures. Often we think of cultures as specific ethnic groups, forgetting that within each ethnic group there is a diversity of cultures. The dictionary defines culture as: "the customs and civilization of a particular people or group." Another definition is: "Knowing that cultural differences as well as similarities exist, without assigning values, i.e., better or worse, right or wrong, to those cultural differences."

To be culturally sensitive we need to have a knowledge of the different cultures. Their characteristics, history, values, belief systems, and behaviors of the members of the different ethnic groups are all a part of this knowledge. We also need to develop an understanding of another ethnic group. This may require us to change our attitudes and to have a willingness to learn from interaction with others.

Communication with these different cultural groups is essential. The end result of all this is that each of us will become culturally aware. We will have a knowledge to work in cross-cultural situations and be able to appreciate everyone.

People often define their culture by the areas where their interests are focused. For example we have those whose prime focus is music. They look to other people who have the same interest. The difference in ethnicity is ignored if their interest and tastes in music are the same. Others have an abiding interest in literature and seek out those who share this interest. We could go on and list the military, medical field, athletics, agriculture, teaching, and various other fields in which people of all ethnic groups are involved.

Various social and economic groups develop their own cultures. Their choices of a career, entertainment, whether they are wealthy or live at a poverty level, are all factors which contribute to whom they are and what they do day by day.

We are all products of the culture in which we were born and raised. Our individual preferences play a part in who we are as women. It determines our choices of leisure time activities and our values and standards. Whether we were born and raised in the church of a particular denomination or in a home where church was never mentioned also shapes who we are.

Thus we can see that the word culture encompasses all people. Culture crosses the lines of ethnicity and yet embraces our ethnicity.

Interestingly, the dictionary also defines culture as: "…improvement by care and training." This is a definition that women involved in Women's Ministries need to take to heart. Our goal is to help all women, whatever their ethnicity, interests, physical abilities, religious beliefs, careers, field of business, or level of financial success. This is a challenge because the different areas of your countries will influence the choice of ministries that will help the women in that particular area.

The important point to remember when we are ministering to people of all cultures is that we all are created by God.  The same blood flows through all of our bodies. Our wonderful God created us to all be a part of His people on this earth. Every person is a descendant of Adam and Eve. We need to recognize and appreciate our cultural differences while recognizing that we are all of the same family with God as our Father.

God has given us each a gift that is helpful to deal with situations that become tense because we have made a mistake and unknowingly done something that is offensive to another culture. That gift is humor. When a potentially offensive act has happened laugh about it and help the offender to understand what they said or did. Education takes place when we remember our sense of humor and then help one another understand the correct manner of speaking, acting, etc. Humor helps us keep things in perspective and keeps us from being easily offended.

As I have attended Women's Retreats and other Women's Ministries events through the years, I have always been so pleased to see women of all cultures coming together to worship, love, and have fun. Most women adapt easily to whatever cultural setting they are in and just enjoy being together.

An important aspect of cultural sensitivity is developing a trust between those of different interests and backgrounds. When planning or implementing a new program, assess the needs of your people and initiate a program that will meet the needs of the women with whom you are working. Everyone feels ownership of a program if they have a part in the planning. Trust has to be earned, but once that trust is established a great work will happen.

In this seminar we will address Cultural Sensitivity in the following areas:

(OH-1, PP 2)

1. Understanding the worth and potential of each individual no matter what their ethnicity, occupation, age, or special interests.

2. Understanding how our behavior affects others. What lasting effect will it leave? 
3. Getting rid of our tendency to stereotype people.

4. Respect for the ways other people live and for their choices.

5. Respect for all ethnic groups.

The worth of an individual:

(OH-2, PP3 )

1 John 3:1 "Behold what manner of love the Father hath bestowed upon us, that we should be called the sons of God." (The word 'sons' here is used in the generic sense and includes women.) When we think of the fact that our heavenly Father sent His Son to die for us, it really emphasizes the value that He places upon each one of us. If there were only one person who needed to be saved, Jesus would have died for that one soul. Such love has no parallel.

(OH-3, PP 4)  

"The value of a soul, who can estimate? Would you know its worth, go to Gethsemane, and there watch with Christ through those hours of anguish, when He sweat as it were great drops of blood. Look upon the Saviour uplifted on the cross. Hear that despairing cry, ‘My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?’ Mark 15:34. Look upon the wounded head, the pierced side, the marred feet. Remember that Christ risked all. For our redemption, heaven itself was imperiled. At the foot of the cross, remembering that for one sinner Christ would have laid down His life, you may estimate the value of the soul." Christ's Object Lessons, p. 196:4
Each person is different yet each person has value. Everyone has been endowed with various talents. God our Creator made certain that no one is a clone of another individual. Skin color, physical attributes, occupations, religion, country of origin, or home backgrounds may make us seem different to other people, but to God we are all His children.

The word caste has become quite common to differentiate between various classes of people. The dictionary defines it as: "any exclusive social class." Perhaps we don't recognize it when we place people in different social groups. Some think that others are of less value because of their rank in society. God does not treat people in this manner. To Him we are all of one class. He values us as His beloved children. We need to eliminate caste from our thinking and acting.
(OH-4, PP 5/6)

"There is no caste with God. He ignores everything of the kind. All souls are of value with Him. Laboring for the salvation of the soul is employment worthy of the highest honor. It matters not what may be the form of our labor, or among what class. Whether high or low. In God's sight these distinctions will not affect its true worth. The sincere, earnest, contrite soul, however ignorant, is precious in the sight of the Lord. He places his own signet upon men, judging, not by their rank, not by their wealth, not by their intellectual greatness, but by the oneness with Christ. The unlearned, the outcast, the slave, if he has made the most of his opportunities and privileges, if he has cherished the light given him of God, he has done all that is required. The world may call him ignorant, but God calls him wise and good, and thus his name stands registered in the books of heaven. God will fit him up to do Him honor, not only in heaven, but on the earth." Evangelism, p. 566:1

(OH-5, PP7)

In the book, The Desire of Ages, p. 403:3 we find these words:

“Caste is hateful to God. He ignores everything of this character. In His sight the souls of all men are of equal value.”

It is a human idea to separate people into different classes and elevate different races, occupations, and personalities above others. God believes in all people and wants us all to know we are valued very highly by Him.
Incidentally, when the Bible or the Spirit of Prophecy uses the term "man," they both are usually talking of humankind and all people; male and female are included in this term.

(OH-6, PP 8/9/10/11)

Our Desire of Ages quote continues: 
“He ‘hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation; that they should seek the Lord, if haply they might feel after Him, and find Him, though He be not far from every one of us’ (Acts 17:26, 27). Without distinction of age, or rank, or nationality, or religious privilege, all are invited to come unto Him and live. ‘Whosoever believeth on Him shall not be ashamed. For there is no difference" (Romans 10:11, 12).  ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free’ (Galatians 3:28). ‘The rich and poor meet together: the Lord is the Maker of them all" (Proverbs 22:2). "The same Lord over all is rich unto all that call upon Him. For whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved" (Romans 10:12, 13).  —“Desire of Ages, p. 403.
If we can accept that each one of us is equal, we will be following the example of Christ when He walked this earth. Jesus did not allow the differences between people to stop Him in ministering to everyone. He loved people who were in high positions of government and those who were poor and destitute. His love was all-encompassing. The church goer and the non-believers were all changed because His love was constant and without regard to class or level of education.

Each woman's potential:
(OH-7, PP 12)

Paul gives us the formula for becoming the best we can be. In Philippians 4:13, KJV, we read: "I can do all things through Christ, which strengtheneth me." In the NIV it is translated thus: "I can do everything through him who gives me strength."

To achieve the full potential of what God desires for us we need to be assured that we can do all things that are right and good because God gives us the strength to do these things. His gift to us is His promise to be with us and give us the needed talents and abilities that will enable us to do His work on this earth.

A good phrase to remember when you are tempted to say you are not qualified to do a job or that you are lacking in skills is this:

(OH-8, PP 13)

"God doesn't call the qualified, He qualifies the called."

Every woman who is called by God to work for Him can trust that promise. He will give you the gifts you need to accomplish the task.

There are some steps that you can take to make yourself feel more at ease when accepting a new challenge or job:
(OH-9, PP 14/15)
1. Accept the challenge

2. Pray that God will be with you and prepare you for the designated work.

3. Believe that He will answer that prayer.

4. Study and seek resources to help yourself as you prepare to do what you have been asked.

5. Then go and do the work, trusting and knowing that God will go with you and will guide you every step of the way.

No one begins life knowing what he will do and where he will labor. But God has a plan for each and every woman, man and child.

(OH-10 PP 16)

"The specific place appointed us in life is determined by our capabilities. Not all reach the same development or do with equal efficiency the same work. God does not expect the hyssop to attain the proportions of the cedar, or the olive the height of the stately palm. But each should aim just as high as the union of human with divine power makes it possible for him to reach." Education, p. 267.

We can come to the point of feeling superior because of our wealth, level of education, or our family of origin. None of which will prove to the world or to God who we are as an individual. Some whom we think of as coming from "poor beginnings" have risen to be powerful workers for the cause of God. While some who have had every advantage have wasted their lives. Therefore to be culturally sensitive we need to keep in mind that God desires for each of us to reach our full potential and not let race, finances, or other human divisions stop us from achieving what God has planned for us.

(OH-11, PP 17/18)

"Many do not become what they might, because they do not put forth the power that is in them. They do not, as they might, lay hold on divine strength. Many are diverted from the line in which they might reach the truest success. Seeking greater honor or a more pleasing task, they attempt something for which they are not fixed. Many a man whose talents are adapted for some other calling, is ambitious to enter a profession; and he who might have been successful as a farmer, an artisan, or a nurse, fills inadequately the position of a minister, a lawyer or a physician. There are others, again, who might have filled a responsible calling, but who, for want of energy, application, or perseverance, content themselves with an easier place." Education, p. 267.

God would have us teach all women to reach for the highest potential while taking into consideration where their natural talents and abilities lie. Every artistic talent, skill, and gift should be trained and used in His work. It is one of the duties of Women's Ministries leaders to recognize this fact and to help empower women to reach their highest potential.

Awaken within the women the desire to achieve their goals and dreams. All gifts should be encouraged and fostered.

All are different yet each person has a value and potential of her own.

Role Play: Have two women dialogue about their differences and how they could encourage each other to grow and develop their talents. The ideal would be if these two women were of different ethnic groups. (Allow five minutes for this. The presenter should arrange this with the women before the seminar).
Activity: Break into groups of four. Encourage the women to share one thing about themselves that they consider a positive and valuable trait of character. Then share one thing about themselves that they feel is a God-given talent/ability. Help the women to realize this lesson on values and potential includes each one of them as leaders. (Five to ten minutes)
How our Behavior affects others.
It is impossible to escape from our own life experiences. The very experiences that we have had identifies each of us as belonging to a particular cultural group. Within each cultural group there are sub-cultures. Therefore we all have to be aware of how our reactions to different situations will affect others.

Our differences may be as simple as the way we approach our dining experiences. Some cultures place great importance upon the ability to cook. Others place just as great an importance upon the ability to play a musical instrument or to sing. Still there are others who feel it is important to have artistic ability. (At this point the instructor should insert other talents and abilities which are considered important in their cultural setting.)

You most likely have a built-in sensory device that enables you to feel whether you are accepted when you enter a room or situation with people you have never met or with whom you have never associated. It is impossible to deny that feeling and as culturally sensitive people we must acknowledge this feeling.

Another definition of cultural sensitivity is: the ability of being sensitive to the accepted behaviors of any given society. Some activities and behaviors are acceptable in one country or society and yet totally unacceptable in another.

There is an old saying that: "When in Rome do as the Romans do." This means we behave in a manner that will not offend those in whose city, country or home we are guests. In each country there are acceptable customs and behaviors that are acceptable in one area but not in another. Thus we need to learn what is proper and appropriate to the people in each city, country and home where we are. We must also weigh these in accordance with Bible standards. Some things are acceptable in a culture but not acceptable for a Christian.
Getting rid of the tendency to stereotype people.

Around the world, people have a tendency to stereotype others. Example: 
· If they are farmers they are ignorant and incapable of carrying on an intellectual conversation. 
· If they are medical doctors they know everything about everything. 
· If they are teachers they are perfect in every area of their life. 
· If they are poor they are dirty and live in squalor. 
· If they are wealthy they are selfish. 
· If they live in a village they do not know much about the world beyond the boundaries of their village. 
Many of the stereotypes we attach to people are because of our own ignorance. In reality many farmers have advanced college degrees. Doctors have many interests, but usually within the confines of their own area of study. Teachers are ordinary people who are trying to instill the longing to continue learning within each student. Many wealthy people are generous and give much of their wealth to those less fortunate. Being poor doesn't mean people are lazy and dirty. They keep their bodies and homes as clean as possible. Everyone who chooses to learn about the wider world will grow and be interested in learning about other cultures and ethnic groups.

Another stereotype that is becoming more and more common is that career women do not know how to keep house. They live in a mess, do not know how to cook, and would rather leave their children with babysitters than to stay home with them. This is an insult to women who are working hard to help their families.

Recently I have become aware of a group of people who are honored in some cultures and totally ignored or even treated with disrespect in other cultures. These are the members of our society who have attained an age of maturity that is beyond the years of childbearing and full time employment. These are those with gray hair and sometimes many infirmities. At other times they may be older in years but still active and contributing to society in many productive ways. They have many labels applied to them and are stereotyped in a negative manner.

To stereotype another individual in whatever category you choose to put them is a sign of cultural insensitivity. To avoid this type of stereotyping we need to get to know each person as an individual without looking at the outward appearance, career choice, age, business or field of labor.

When we look down upon an individual and treat them in a disrespectful manner their sense of self-worth is diminished. The effect of this sort of treatment can be life changing. A sensitive, kind person will be driven to think less of themselves and never achieve their full potential.

Respect for the ways other people live and for their choices.

Our choice of colors and style of dress depends to a great degree upon our ethnic background. In our family we have a saying that any color is good as long as it is blue. That is not to say we don't enjoy wearing red, yellows, and other colors. However because of our Nordic background blue happens to be a color that blends well with our coloring and is a favorite.

Spend a little time with your group and talk about their favorite colors. Help them to recognize that their ethnic heritage may influence the colors they choose. The choice of prints and patterns in the fabrics also are largely influenced by country of origin and their ethnic background. (If possible have a few samples of fabrics that are representative of the fabrics from different countries. For example: The bright prints from Hawaii, the animal prints from Africa, the brilliantly colored silks from Japan and the prints that are typical of those used in the saris by the women of India. Also, you might have samples of the beautiful weaving representative of Native Americans.)

The choice of the colors we use in decorating our homes and in our dress speak volumes about our ethnicity. It is rare that you will see someone from Norway decorate their home in the Oriental style and likewise those from the Orient will not use the colors and styles of the Norwegian homes. Hispanic people will decorate their homes in the bright cheery colors native to their cultures. So it will be with each group of people. If you live in the African villages you will use the local materials to construct your homes and to create the pottery used. Your dress will reflect your local culture. We can learn to appreciate the beauty created by each culture. Appreciate what other cultures have chosen to use to express their individuality. 

A most interesting aspect of different ethnic groups and different cultures is the holidays they celebrate. Every culture has a special holiday that stems from their country of origin, their religion, or locality. If we understand why they celebrate these holidays, it will give us a better understanding of their culture and greater appreciation for other peoples.

When we immerse ourselves in the culture that is different we learn so much. Understanding the systems of bartering, shopping, and market areas helps us get a glimpse into the characters of the local people. Going to the local markets and observing the produce and other products that are offered for sale will help us be sensitive and have a greater respect for the culture of all people.

In each country the marketplace takes on a different flavor. Some countries have open air markets where the stalls of individuals display their family's creative work. Others have shops that specialize in one type of product or food. In some countries the stores have different departments. They have one department where there is food. Another department will have clothes and still another hardware, etc.

A tradition that is different in each culture is the manner in which a wedding is conducted.

This happy occasion is celebrated differently within each culture, and often different for Christians than for those of other religions. Some countries celebrate with lavish feasts and ceremonies, while other countries the tradition is for a more simple ceremony. In the same train of thought the method of courtship varies from country to country and even is different in the different sub-cultures within a country. Arranged marriages are the prescribed way for a man and woman to become engaged and married in many countries. In others the man courts the woman and asks her to marry him. Even this culture is changing and now women are comfortable in initiating a courtship. Now, with modern technology, some men and women are finding their mates with the assistance of various dating groups over the internet. In today's society courtships and weddings vary from one culture to another, but all have a beauty and dignity that represents those involved. In this area it is well for us to allow each culture to do what is comfortable and acceptable to them within biblical parameters.

Respect for all ethnic groups and other culturally diverse groups.

(OH-12, PP 19)

"He who has lost his sensitiveness of character is in danger of losing his soul, and with it an eternity of joy." Spalding and Magan's Unpublished Manuscript Testimonies of Ellen G. White, p. 299.4

I would say that she who loses her sensitiveness of character is in danger of losing her soul and with it an eternity of joy. To be sensitive is one of the finest of character traits. Women who are sensitive to the needs and wants of others have an essential character trait that will enable her to be an effective leader of Women's Ministries. She will be aware of the cultural differences within the group of women to whom she is ministering. Always conscious of the feelings and concerns of others, a sensitive woman will be kind, generous, and loving. All are good qualities for a leader.

The quality of sensitiveness is a gift from Jesus. This is a gift that can be cultivated and enlarged within the heart of each person. Just as we can choose to harden our hearts and become cold and distant, so we can choose to open our hearts and become soft, loving, kind and sensitive.

(OH 13, PP 20) 

"The surest evidence we have that Jesus is abiding in the soul temple is: There is a sensitiveness to sin, a tenderness of conscience, and a growing sense of the preciousness of Jesus. The name of Jesus seems full of fragrance. There is a living sense that the soul is connected with divine power, for the heart is in sympathy with His mind and purposes." Ms. 48, 1890, p.9.

(OH 14, PP 21)

Our personal cultural sensitivity is largely dependant upon our relationship to Jesus. The closer this relationship is the more sensitive we will be to people within each culture. Jesus provided the perfect example for us. We can do likewise and create a kinder, more gentle atmosphere for all people regardless of culture.

May God's blessings rest upon all who remember that every person is our sister or brother.
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