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Missionaries newly arriving on the field from théibme culture face enormous chan
in the first few months: language learning, cultadggustment and lifestyle changes tc
name a few. Popular wisdom holds that the firshtsrthe most critical adjustment
period. If the new missionary survives and thrigasing this time, it is likely things w
gradually get easier and the transition into futié ministry will be accomplished. Ye
many North American and Northern European missiesaroming to work in Spain
continue to experience significant disorientationhieir ministry long after the first fe
years have passed. Althoutitey have learned the language well, are invoinedloca
church and in ministry and their children are imgtgd into local schools, the feeling
not fitting in often persists for years. Experietherissionaries frequently say that it ji
never gets better. And the attrition rate for noearies to Spain remains appallingly
high.

Is there something the missionaries are missingnta&es their experience so bleak”
How can the situation be improved? A 2001 artinl&€MQ summed up the
recommendations of six seasoned missionaries bettheeages of forty-nine and sixi
five (Swick 2001, 32-34). The missionaries offeted principles they believed to be
help for individuals working in Spain. While thasenothing wrong with their principle
per se, they fall short of helping North Americamsl Northern Europeans who serve
Spain. The ten principles are largely spirituati amewer missionary struggling with
ministry in Spain would simply conclude the problenalso spiritual: he or she is noi
godly enough to serve God adequately. Althouglomescases this might be the cas
in most, it is something entirely different.

In fact, the solution to the problem lies in thdically different worldviews underlying
the two societies. On the surface, the societi€¥pain and Europe appear quite simi
Additionally, worldview is so deeply ingrained traften we do not even realize it
exists. North America and Northern Europe shareséime fundamental cultural base
however, once one entdte Mediterranean culture, all the underlying psamaichangs
the foundation of life is the honor-shame worldvi@<¢err 2007, 358; Neyrey 1991, 2!
Without a solid understanding of the enormous shét takes place when the
missionary transfers from the Northern to the Sewrthiegion, successful long-term
ministry is extremely unlikely. Some missionarigpear to “go native” (Wickham
1995, 14); others resist what seem to be negatiustmnents and finally end up leavi
the field. We need a third option: to understanétt happening and why, and to le
to adjust and to live radically differently whermgrered.

IDENTITY IN THE GROUP IN THE SPANISH CULTURE



The first major difference one encounters as aiamasy entering Spain is the chang
identity. North Americans and many Northern Eurayseare accustomed to defining
themselves as individuals. A mature adult, in @nsldview, knows who he or she is
based on his or her internal worth. He or she doeslepend on others’ evaluations 1
determine his or her worth. This value shows ugvarything from the old adage
“Sticks and stones may break my bones but namésevier hurt me” to the teaching
we give our children on how to resist peer presancestand up for what they believe
(European Values Study).

In the Spaniard’s worldview, however, the indivitlsiadentity lies within the group of
which he or she forms a part. Thus, identity idetned by one’s family, birthplace,
neighborhood, group of friends, colleagues andah(idostede study). Moreover, e:
person is continually soliciting and receiving feadk on his or her identity from
members of the group. This is the “honor” aspet¢hefMediterranean worldview, or,
the positive value of a person in his or her owesaylus the positive
appreciation of that person in the eyes of hisesrdocial group. In this
perspective, honor is a claim to positive wortglavith the social
acknowledgement of that worth by others. (Neyre91125-26)

Identity is determined by the person plus otheestpptions of him or her. For this
reason, close friends or members of the churcimgjteet each other with “Hello,
beautiful” as a way of reinforcing the other persgrhysical attractiveness. Sports is
another area in which this group mentality showsjuige strongly. Running, an
individual sport in the United States, is a groapvaty in Spain. The North American
places high value on self-discipline and self-mation; the Spaniard gets his or her
motivation from the group. On a practical levelsttianslates into all parts of everyd
relationships. Whereas North Americans are soeidlirom day one to watch out for
the other person in public, the Spaniard is notoHghe is socialized only to watch o
for the other members of his or her group and teuspicious of everyone else. So ti
tourist or foreigner is fair game for robbery ackery. Because one’s motives will
appear suspect, there is also no social obligatidrelp a stranger, even one obvious
in need of assistance. Trying to help an elderlynan with six packages off the train
will more likely earn a sharp rebuke than a wordhainks; she will assume you are
trying to steal her wallet.

For the Spaniard, anyone who does not belong tortier group is suspect, if not
downright an enemy. Thus, missionaries say thatathedation of relationships in Sp
is distrust, or “guilty until proven innocent.” This diametrically opposed to what we
learn in North America: trust someone unless they@themselves unworthy. The
missionary goes to church and expects everyoneisbdand accept him or her based
his or her profession. However, the church hasnuwedge of this person who has
arrived from a foreign country and has no one tactofor his or her worth. The
immediate response is suspicion, although thisnaikly be obvious. Greetings may
warm and the welcome may be genuine, but the fdiordd belief is that the newcon
must fully integrate into the group and prove himherself trustwrthy. This is far mor
complicated than simply “earning respect.” Missioestwho come in and try to do
things too quickly will find that their actions edy succeed, and can quickly produce
deep hostility because of the underlying distrust.

A missionary couple we know learned this the haay when they were accepted as



interns at a church in a small city. They were tokithere for one year, learning the
ropes and assisting the pastor in his labors. @ends desired to use their home as ¢
center for hospitality for church members, as @slh site for evangelism. They
instituted “dinner and a movie” evenings, they tadi church families to come and br
non-Christian friends for cookouts and they offeEajlish classes to church membe
and nonChristian friends. These events were quite succkssfadually, however, the
began to sense hostility on the part of the pastdrhis wife. Eventually, they were
ordered to leave the church and never come baaky fiad become a very real threa
the powerbase of the pastor. Although they fultemaed their activities to contribute
the good of the church, from the Spanish worldvielvoked like they were setting
themselves up to “steal the sheep” and take oeechiirch. They had failed to integr.
with the group and truly earn trust before begigmmnistry.

BEING VS. DOING IN THE SPANISH CULTURE

A second aspect of the identity question is thecephof being versus doing. We Not
Americans get our value, identity and worth to ey\arge degree from what we do,
whether work, educational accomplishments or myisticcesses. Our achievement
give us personal worth. The Spaniard defines hiimeoself in terms of being, and his
her being is closely related to his or her growgmidy. In fact, for the Spaniard, the tv
are virtually inseparable. According to Jerome MNgyfIn this world, meaningful
human existence depends on individuals’ full awessrof what others think and feel
about them, along with their living up to that aa@ess” (1991, 76). North American:
routinely ask someone what he or she does as asméatentifying the person. But tt
question the Spaniard asks is not, “What do you dofrather “Who are you?” The
answer is defined by the group to which you beldmsgause, Neyrey says, “Strong
group persons define themselves rather exclusimalgrms of the groups in which the
are embedded” (1991, 74).

The sharp distinction between our individualistioing” and the Spaniard’s “being”
showed up clearly in a recent event at our chuFbb. youth planned to participate in
large multi-church field day. A few days before theent one of my daughters becan
il and could not go. The following Sunday afternamur family attended a special
recognition service at church for the participadée thought only one daughter woul
receive an award; however, both girls receivedothias for their part in the field day.
Afterward, my daughter who had been sick said tp“iMem, it was so embarrassing
didn’t do anything.” In her worldview, because she not individually participate, she
should not have received recognition. But in tharfigh worldview, because she is p
of the group, her actual inability to participabat day was irrelevant. She belongs tc
group and desired to participate; therefore, slsemed recognition. Not to recognize
her publicly would have been to negate her memigenstihe group and dishonor hel

PERCEPTION OF THE WORLD IN THE SPANISH CULTURE

A third important area in which the Spanish worévidiffers has to do with the
perception of the world in which we live. North Arreans are taught from birth that
can control our world and affect our circumstant®s.believe we can achieve anytr
if we just put our mind to it and are willing to viohard. We look to the future and
imagine how we can make things happen. For Spanitd individual has very little
ability to control his or her environment and aources are limited. This belief bree
a kind of fatalism. One cannot change anythingylg even try? In addition, the belit
in limited resources produces the problem of e®paniards are famous for it, and w



even tell you about it themselves. So whateverssiomary has, someone at church’
be envious. The thinking goes something like thistere are only so many apartmer
out there, so if you have one, then | cannot.’bkesinot really matter if the missionar
lives in one town and the envious person in another

This brings all kinds of problems for the missignafospitality becomes a huge risk.
The missionary who has church members into hissohbbme will find his or her
possessions envied, however shabby they may lgs frithe home country for supp
raising are immediately suspect. “Why do you naszhs long vacation?” is a comm
question. Attendance at missionary conferencedeatownright dangerous. Recent!
went to France for a leadership meeting. One ofmbmen at church heard | was goi
to France and immediately started to complain: “tbh,lives these missionaries leac
want to be a missionary, too. | want to go to Ram&l see the city, and enjoy the foo
and the nightlife.” It took ten minutes to explairat | was not going to Paris, but to €
youth hostel in a village with no sights and ndaesants to work sixteen hours a da
She finally said that perhaps it was not quite vetet had thought. One experience |i
this can make you laugh; twenty of them become ywegur The real damage comes
from gossip and false stories about the missionaityen every work trip to a youth
hostel becomes a sightseeing trip to Paris, ensyplenty of food to keep it flourishin

To some degree, the Spanish worldview of limitesbtgces is correct. Particularly in
regard to material things, there are limits. Buewhve get into the area of spiritual
things and God’s resources, big problems emergee, e “limited resources”
worldview has an even more damaging aspect focrtbes-cultural worker, because i
affects spiritual authority, respect, power andlé&ahip within the church. Because
power is seen as a limited resource, the only wapme person to gain power is for
someone else to lose it. This is what is calledra-sum equation. The gains must e«
the losses, so that the net result is always zeithis worldview, when someone wan
to gain power, the way he or she sets about ¥ ishlallenging the existing leader ratt
than proving one’s own capabilities. This way, powetransferred” from one persor
account to another’s.

But in honoreriented societies, people experience an ongoingpettion for honor ar
reputation, a continual rivalry, an endless windidose game in which name and hc
are always on the line. Attempts to damage reputatare constantly made, althougt
great stress is laid on face-to-face courtesyrimseof formalities. The prestige level
the members of the community is a matter of coaficomment. Every quarrel
normally leads to imputations of acts and intergitrat are dishonorable, which may
have nothing to do with the quarrel. (Neyrey 1983),

Remember our friends with the house and evangetishistries? Their actions were
seen as power challenges to the pastor. When sattploded, the rumor mill began
churn out accusations of other unrelated wrongddimmgrder to prevent the perceive
coup d’état from succeeding, it was necessary stragtheir reputation and transfer
their “honor points” back to the pastor.

If we apply the envy-plus-power challenges-plusiiaim triad to the missionary, the
results can be disastrous. Simply by being thexgbsupported by people from far
away and not having to “work,” the missionary isnediately the target of Spanish
envy. Because the missionary values him or heasedf person based on his or her



personal accomplishments rather than dependingaupdeedback, he or she is
perceived as “proud” and the power challenges bégally, although the challenges
usually result in points lost to the missionary gadhed for the Spaniard, the
fundamental fatalism of their worldview means thatmatter how successful they ar
nothing ever really changes (Leon 1990, 47).

FUNCTIONING EFFECTIVELY IN THE SPANISH CULTURE

All of these differences create great stress imtissionary. Simply walking down the
street becomes enormously difficult, and this eweflore he or she begins learning tt
language, shopping for groceries or having any kihehinistry. The missionary’s
options often seem intolerable. He or she can poatio do things according to his o
her worldview and be eaten alive, or he or shetigato adopt the Spanish worldview
and feel like he or she is in the wrong about tieftime. What a choice!

So how does the missionary come to grips with tipegblems and find a way to
function effectively? Here are a few suggestions:

1. Pay careful attention to the being-ver sus-doing and the individual-ver sus-group
aspects of society. The missionary must be willing to arrive, pick age to live and a
church to work with and settle down for a long &tiheof what will appear to be
“nothing.” During this time, which will last for seral years, the emphasis must be (
learning the language, gaining trust, listeninght people, being who we are and
proving ourselves to be part of the group. Manysmoisaries find it helpful to be
involved in some other ministry during this timesttisfy the need to “do something.
However, one should not be in charge of any churirhistry at this point, nor should
the missionary offer much in the way of ideas aygastions. This will be very, very
hard. We see ourselves as competent, capable amtohdo a job. We are! But the jo
is not what we expect it to be. The first tasloisntegrate. Without solidifying thistag
of adjustment, nothing else will likely succeed.

2. Learn how to deal with criticisms, attacks and confrontations. What is the correc
response when you are walking down the sidewalkilaadjuy with the hose
deliberately soaks your foot? Or the woman behmad in line slams into you with the
grocery cart? More troubling still, what is the i@t response to the church membei
who says you will never amount to anything becauaestill make mistakes in Spani
even after having lived in Spain for several ye&s®he man who tells chauvinistic
jokes to your teenage daughter? In these cassdyast to take our position from t
Apostle Paul, who, after all, was also from a Med#nean culture (Van Leeuwen 2(C
59). In 1 Corinthians 8 and 10 he deals with teaesof meat sacrificed to idols. Tho:
who have been raised in a culture of idolatry pérceive eating meat sacrificed to ic
as sinful behavior. Paul does not tell them tob®so sensitive.

Quite the contrary, he tells them not to eat thatirend warns other believers not to
to force them. What this means for us is that soutigiral things the Spaniards do wi
seem to us to be sin, whether they mean it so toMileen we perceive ourselves to
have been sinned againate must deal with the occurrence the same way awddrany
other offense. Making excuses or saying we must'get over it” does not really helg
We (in our worldview) have been sinned againstrandt choose to forgive that pers
whether or not he or she repents. This is mucleeaaid than done! Recognizing we
have been offended and choosing to forgive goesgway toward preventing anger
bitterness and burn-out.



On the other hand, many of these events are imiaant as power challenges and
jockeying for position, and as such require some kif response from us. Doil
nothing is not helpful. Thus, a “Hey, watch whatye doing!” to the man with the
hose or the woman with the cart is perfectly acgpt So is a kindly spoken but
correct explanation of our efforts to learn theglaage or the real conditions of our tr
to France. In the case of the man telling inappad@iokes to my child, | rebuked hin
told him it was hard enough to deal with all théyugjuff in the public schools, withou
having to come to church and hear it there as Welladmitted my point and apologi:
to her. This was not a time for “turn the otherathé It was a time for “when your
brother sins against you, rebuke him.”

3. Do not copy everything you seethe Spaniards do in an effort to acculturate. For
us, that would be like eating the meat sacrifice@lols: we would be sinning against
our own conscience. James 4:17 says that if we khewood thing to do and do not
it, then to us it is sin. For most missionarieasteng when to speak up and when to
silent will be a long, slow process. Fortunatethe years of being before doing will gi
us plenty of time to learn the ropes. We must reberthat we are here to see chang
for the progress of God'’s kingdom. As one friend tme, “If you do everything just
like us, what good is it for you to be here?” Néheless, | must be here a long time
earn the right to model something different, arat tin a totally different time schedu
than my own.
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