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After years of trying to get my American students to understand Hispanic culture, I have come to the conclusion that they do not understand their own culture, nor are they aware of how their implicit cultural values affect the way they perceive another culture.  Since I have only twenty minutes, I shall limit my comments to three main areas of misunderstanding;  (1) reasoning and thinking (2) fundamental assumptions and values, and (3) styles of behavior and communication.  Furthermore, it is my contention that understanding another culture is enhanced by first understanding one’s own culture.  The next step is to then endeavor to understand how the target culture perceives American culture.  The final step is to understand how the concept of mindsets affects these perceptions. 


First of all, I have come to the conclusion that many of us, and most of our students, view other cultures through our own cultural lens.  For example, we look at the Hispanic culture and judge it by our standards.  This distortion is also due to the fact that many students cannot yet speak fluently enough to be able to understand well enough the target language. 


In addition, I am becoming more and more convinced that many of our religious beliefs and practices are more influenced by our culture than many of us want to believe.  For example, many of us claim to have beliefs and practices which are “biblical” but then we define what is biblical according to our culture. 


At one time, music in the church was forbidden.  In my local church, the choir sings in the balcony behind the congregation.  Liturgical dance (once common) may well cause considerable comment if performed today.  Many evangelical churches would complain if asked to kneel during part of the ceremony.  In the Hispanic community, very religious people may use the phrase “Jesus” after sneezing or when frightened, but most American Protestants would refer to that use as “taking the Lord’s name in vain”, a practice I referred to a few years ago at this conference, so I will not go into more details here. 


Many of my comments are taken from the book Mindsets by Glen Fisher.  Although Fisher is describing the role of culture and perception in international relations, I believe much of what he has to say can help us as Christians to better understand our Hispanic brothers and sisters.  “Fisher suggests that the human mind is programmed by culture to perceive and respond to the world in certain ways.  The result is what he calls “mindsets” - set ways of perceiving, reasoning and viewing the world that govern, among other things, how events are evaluated and how decisions are made.” (back cover) 


I want to examine first our reasoning and thinking.  As Fisher states, our methods of reasoning and thinking are such a part of us that we rarely question them, assuming that all human beings think and reason the same way.  I remember challenging a Christian philosopher to agree that Hispanics reason differently than we do, so they come to different conclusions than we do.  But the philosopher’s reaction was “No way, logic is logic.”  Not so, according to Fisher: 


Reasoning itself follows differing patterns.  Culture may prescribe the way that ideas are to be interconnected in patterns of logic; whether, for example, reasoning should follow an inductive and practical approach (as in the style of Galileo), a more deductive path (as Aristotle preferred) or another variation, such as French Cartesianism.  These differing styles can be detected in the United Nations, where debate necessarily reflects the logic and styles of argumentation of many languages and traditions.  Americans tend to become impatient with the time spent by the General Assembly discussing the exact wording of the items to be included in the agenda for each session.  The American outlook suggests: “What difference does it make?  We will look at the facts when we get to the actual debate.”  To them, the title is, in effect, only a designation for deciding whether to take up the subject at all, and to serve the purposes of scheduling.  The inductive approach.  But to many delegations - the Russians, French and Latin Americans stand out in this regard - the act of defining the issue itself is highly important for it sets the premises by which the eventual conclusion will follow somewhat automatically in the deductive mode. 


If the title says “imperialistic aggression,” the line of inferences to be made and the tone of the debate follows directly; if the same matter is titled “defense of economic interests,” an entirely different conclusion is to be expected.  In the deductive mode, it is very important to agree on the general principles first; in the inductive, one looks at the evidence, and moves up to the principles. 


If we were to apply this concept to religious principles, we would find that arguing, let us say, the importance of Mary, using the American inductive approach we would be doomed from the beginning.  But if we were armed with the knowledge of how Hispanics prefer to approach an argument, we would be able to construct a more believable and convincing case. 


Also affected by perception and deep culture is the area of fundamental assumptions and values.  Fisher claims the following, among others, are fundamental to most Americans: 

Fisher claims: 


American society programs people to place an all-pervading emphasis on achievement, defining what it is, its value, and the rewards that go with it.  American culture has a strong vein of optimism, at least from a cross-cultural perspective, which leads people to believe in happy endings resulting from hard work.  A related belief is that problems can be solved through active effort.  These motifs have been reflected in exploits with which Americans identify, from conquering the frontier to landing on the moon.  The American life experience has led to social relations which are dominated by middle-class values and which reflect a strong egalitarian ideal and prescribe informality in personal relationship.  This leads to social, physical and economic mobility that makes changing friendships and fluctuating loyalties a normal part of the experience. 


Growing up in the United States exposes one to the high value placed on time, efficiency, and progress, on entrepreneurship and productivity; on applied knowledge and science; and on the wealth of appliances and gadgets which science can produce....


From childhood one hears of the public interest (a concept that does not exist everywhere), the will of the majority, the voting process.  Group or social problems of all kinds are typically attacked by forming committees.  (Fisher, 52)


We don’t have to think very long to find an example:  we only have to consider how our churches are run (committees, time, efficiency, etc.), and how, when we go abroad we expect their churches should function in the same way, without realizing how our culture affects the way we do things in our churches, so our religious life often is a reflection of our culture.  For example, many of our churches are management-oriented, problem-solving, activist organizations. 


At this point, Fisher makes the following points about the Latin American cultural lens: 


The Spaniards and Portuguese who came to dominate the southern portion of the Western Hemisphere brought with them their own Iberian form of society and their own Catholic notions of the way that people should relate to each other and to their physical environment.  Latin America is more static when compared to North America or the dynamic nations of Europe or Asia.  Emphasis is placed less on managing things than on managing affiliations with other people.  Being who you are counts for more than what you have accomplished; security comes not from individual effort but from reciprocal relationships....


Traditionally, Latin Americans tend to take a fatalistic view of events and the forces that cause them.  Life and its circumstances are accepted as givens; the individual’s task is to adjust to, rather than manipulate, the forces around him.  Thus class lines are not easily broken.  If one is to change things, one appeals to the larger forces which are seen as life’s controlling agents - the divine, the government, perhaps one’s patrón.  Fate is often the central theme in Latin American literature, art, cinema, and now in the new television novelas which are popular.  A sense of individualism is relatively strong among Latin Americans, but in contrast to North American’s, Latinos define it more in terms of personal dignity than self-reliance, which is the dominant motif in the U.S.  Friendship is rather formal, and considerable attention is given to the nurturing of substantive interpersonal relationships.  Great value is place on argumentation and debate; the idea and plan are often valued more than the practical application.   (Fisher, p. 54) 



Can it be that the typical evangelical preoccupation with a “personal” relationship with the Lord is encouraged because of our cultural preoccupation with individualism?  Is this preoccupation with a personal relationship biblical or merely the result of cultural influence on religion?  This emphasis started in the United States with Jonathan Edwards and was expanded during times of revival by preachers like Billy Sunday.  The idea of the corporate church, which is certainly in keeping with the thrust of the New Testament, has fallen into disuse.  Witness the many North American evangelicals who leave a church and join another because they claim they are getting nothing out of it.  If they do not like what the church says, they just change to one more of our liking.  My own community is replete with examples of just such behavior. 


We pay lip service to the belief that God is in control, but our cultural heritage makes it very difficult for most of us to accept death and injury as Hispanics do - to them, death is a part of life.  Many North American Christians buy into our cultural beliefs and deny death.  Another area where we differ with Hispanics is our attitude towards aging.  Hispanics accept it and even look up to and respect aged persons.  In our effort to control everything, we deny our age as we get older, we spend millions on products to make us look younger.  When our parents can no longer live independently, we often warehouse and forget them, because old people remind us of the approach of our own death.  


We believe so much in our ability to control ourselves and our environment, that again we indulge in excesses.  Our preoccupation with thinness leads us to spend untold millions on fad diets that don’t work, instead of accepting the fact that many of us cannot achieve our society’s concept of the ideal body.  The Hispanics are much more accepting of physical attributes.  My nickname in Mexico was “panzón” (literally, big tummy).  Others may have nicknames referring to other parts of their anatomy or their skin color - all forbidden in our culture.  In our culture, if we can’t control it, we pretend it doesn’t exist. 


But even if we as Christians accept these anomalies, and recognize them as such, very few of us dare to defy our cultural norms.  What other society has launched into such a crazy campaign as “political correctness”?  Yet, how many of us speak out when our culture adopts principles contrary to those in the Bible?


So let us accept that we have certain mindsets that prevail in our culture, and that they indeed do influence our religious beliefs and practices.   Let us also accept that the Hispanic culture has affected their values and practices.   The problem remains that we see so much more clearly the splinter in our Hispanic friends’ eyes, than the log in our own. 


For example, let us consider our culture’s view of animals.  Our culture reels in horror at the thought of bullfights.  But I wonder what Hispanics think about our pet cemeteries, and about people leaving all their money to their pets, and about spending more money on pet food than many in the world can afford to spend on their own food? 


Another example is that of our view of work.  Our Calvinistic background causes us to value hard work and to reward it.  But this concept was rather late in developing in Christian thought.  Have we gone to an extreme and developed a hedonistic and materialistic culture at the expense of concern for humankind?  We have the working poor of our own state of Iowa working in inhumane conditions in packing plants, for low wages.  And if the workers are undocumented, they can just be let go if they get injured or get carpal tunnel syndrome.  I was appalled when a local school administrator told a teacher that maybe she shouldn’t be working, when she asked to have a family sick day to care for her child that day at home.  And this administrator was a pillar of one of the local churches!


The third area of cultural influence is that of the effect of behavior and communication.  As  Fisher says, “The cultural lens affects the way actions are defended or rationalized, the kinds of activity that are considered strange, immoral, or a little crazy.” (Fisher, 56).  One of the first that comes to mind when considering Latin American culture is what the Mexicans call the “mordida” (literally, the bite) but which we call by the pejorative term “bribe”. 

Fisher notes: 

Many key ideas or important values carry an emotional charge.  Repugnance toward what is interpreted as a violation of manners, moral principles, or religious tenets can interfere enormously with the communication process.  For instance, Americans working in some traditional societies have real difficulty working with counterparts who they know are supplementing their meager official salaries with the petty graft the local system allows. (Fisher, p. 59)


This is one aspect of the Hispanic culture that North American Christians often complain about. Yet the same Christians feel comfortable breaking the law when they drive five to 10 miles over the speed limit, and would certainly complain loudly if ticketed for going two miles over the limit!  So we complain about a little payment for services received, but we rationalize when we speed a little - breaking the law a little!  Each society decides what deviance it will tolerate, and which ones seem abhorrent in the other culture!  It seems to me that in many Latin American countries what we consider bribing, they consider payment for services rendered.  In countries without a welfare system, it also allows them to spread the wealth a little.  Of course it can get out of hand, but so can speeding - and there are consequences for both. 

Conclusions


The concept of mindsets provides one key to understanding the role of culture and perception in determining Christian values.  By realizing that we are programmed by our culture in the ways that we (1) think and reasons, (2) acquire many of our fundamental assumptions and values, and (3) acquire our styles of behavior and communication, we can then proceed to examine our own mindsets and those of the Hispanics.  If we open our eyes to these influences, we will not only be in a better position to understand our own Christian values, but also those of our Hispanic neighbors.  Armed with those understandings, hopefully better cross-cultural understanding will occur. 

